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      Deep in the heart of The Vrost Mountains, hidden from the world, The Bastion’s ancient stone stood firm against the relentless rain and battering winds.

      Black as the night itself, the fortress had remained nestled in the icy mountains for ten thousand years, clinging to its secrets.

      Tonight, under stormy clouds, it witnessed yet more events that would never escape its freezing halls.

      On the highest balcony, a circular plateau, Alijah Galfrey stood with his bare toes hanging over the lip. The half-elf looked down from the towering height, his end only a step away.

      Alijah’s world had been turned upside down, his body beaten, and his spirit broken. Separated from his friends, his mentor murdered, and his uncle slain, the rogue had seen the last days of hope.

      “Alijah…” The Crow drew ever closer, his dark robes sodden and sticking to his bony frame.

      The rogue scrunched his eyes, focusing on what he needed to do. He couldn’t let The Crow get into his head; as Hadavad had warned.

      “You would have me become a monster!” Alijah yelled over his shoulder.

      “No,” The Crow reassured. “I will be the monster. I will kill everyone you love and hold dear if I have to. I will break the chains that hold you back and set you free! I have come too far, seen too much, to let this world rot under the reign of lesser beings. You, Alijah Galfrey, will rise above them all and show the world a better way. I will do whatever I must…”

      Alijah let his head drop. The world The Crow spoke of would come at too steep a price; he couldn’t let so many die to see himself forged into some kind of ruler. There would be so much suffering and he was too broken to carry the weight of it.

      “No,” the half-elf whispered. “I won’t let you hurt any of them…”

      Under the lashing of the rain, Alijah let go of everything and stepped forward.

      The balcony disappeared behind him and The Bastion’s lower towers and rocky cliffs rushed up to greet him, their embrace absolute. The wind filled his ears and he fell with the rain, free of The Crow’s machinations.

      Then his descent began to slow. He hung in the air, trapped between up and down, before his plummet was reversed.

      Alijah could do nothing but watch the towers and cliffs fall away, his death robbed from him. “NO!” he screamed, ascending to the balcony.

      His body twisted and flipped until he rose above the plateau and floated before The Crow. The leader of The Black Hand was standing in the pelting rain with his wand held high in front of him.

      “You will find no reprieve in death, Alijah!” The Crow declared over the pelting rain. “You will not rest until your task is complete! Verda deserves a new kind of peace! And only you can bring about that future!” The wizard placed his hand to his chest. “I have seen it!”

      “I will kill you!” Alijah promised.

      “No.” The Crow shook his head before dramatically pointing his wand to the floor. Alijah was hurled in the same direction and slammed into the wet stone. “I told you,” he continued, “you will not be the one to bring me down. We both have so much to do. The longer you resist your destiny, the longer the people of Verda will suffer under the orcs.”

      Alijah struggled to even crawl across the balcony, though he had no idea where he was going; he only knew that he had to get away from The Crow. In his mind, he called out to Malliath, hoping against all the odds that their recent proximity had strengthened their bond. He had, after all, used the dragon’s strength to break free of his chains.

      The Crow stalked behind him. “You will be king, Alijah. I have seen it as clearly as I see you now. You are the only one who can make the hard decisions for the benefit of the many. You are the only one selfless enough to kill those you love if it means saving your people. That is the kind of ruler the world needs. You will wipe away the stain of the old gods, the pretenders, and give the people a reason to love each other.” The wizard crouched by his side and roughly turned the rogue over. “Don’t you see? You are that reason! Their love for you will be what binds them all.”

      The rain collected around Alijah’s eyes, blurring his vision. “You might as well throw me over the side yourself,” he croaked. “I will never be what you want…”

      The Crow’s animated features dropped and he stood over Alijah. “Never is a fool’s word. I shall remove it from your vocabulary, in time.” The wizard looked at the archway, beyond the rogue. “Take him back to his cell. We have much work to do…”

      Alijah used what little energy he had to roll over and look at the archway. Standing ominously against the shadows was Asher. The resurrected ranger had been enslaved through magic, binding him to the wizard’s will. Worse still, he had been bonded to Malliath through ancient magic, preventing Alijah from forming his pre-destined connection with the dragon.

      “Don’t…” the half-elf groaned. “Fight it, Asher. You’re supposed to be a hero. You’re supposed to be stronger than this!”

      Asher walked out into the rain and loomed over the rogue. His greying hair quickly became matted to his stubbled face, covering the fresh wounds he had suffered during his fight with Gideon Thorn. Alijah knew because Malliath possessed those same wounds, and had shared them with the half-elf at the time of the fight.

      “Please…” Alijah begged, trying to make some kind of connection with Asher’s blue eyes.

      Enslaved as he was, the old ranger bent down and gripped Alijah by the throat. The rogue barely had enough energy to speak, let alone fight off Asher. He was picked up and dragged back into The Bastion, his bare heels slipping on the wet floor.

      The grip around his throat was so tight that he mistook the growing shadows that gathered around him for that of his surroundings. A single crack of lightning backlit The Crow in the archway behind them, his cold eyes fixed on Alijah. The rogue met those eyes with defiance, desperate for breath.

      Then the shadows consumed him…
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            A Royal Welcome

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hello, Father…”

      Doran Heavybelly greeted King Dorain, son of Dorryn, with a confident tone. Anything less would have been a sign of weakness as well as disrespect.

      The throne room was so quiet in the expectation of a word from the king, that Doran was sure he could hear his own heart beating in his chest.

      It was a long time, however, before those words graced the magnificent chamber. His father looked down on his first born from the comfort of a padded silvyr throne. His ancient grey eyes bored straight through Doran as if he were turning the dwarf inside out and reading his mind.

      “Have you forgotten the words of your forebears, lad?” the king asked in the dwarvish tongue.

      Doran cleared his throat, stealing a glance at Reyna and Nathaniel just behind him. “I speak so that all may understand me, Father.”

      “Look again, boy,” King Dorain said firmly. “Those aren’t guests of my hall and neither are you. You will speak how I command you to speak and when I command you to speak. Or has your time in Illian left you bereft of all my instruction?”

      Doran dared to meet his brother’s eyes, beside him, but Dakmund was just as powerless while their father sat before them. The only person he couldn’t bring himself to look at was his mother, situated next to the king. He could feel her gaze upon him but shame kept his own averted.

      “You abandoned Grimwhal sixty years ago,” the king continued. “You abandoned your home, lad, your kin… you abandoned me.” The older dwarf stood up and his thick golden robes fell to the polished floor. The shield guards lining the thrones’ platform stood to attention, taking their battle-axes in both hands.

      “This throne would have been yours and all of clan Heavybelly with it,” the king said, gesturing to the diamond-encrusted hall. “Why have you returned, and with an elf and two humans no less?”

      Doran frowned, forgetting for a moment that Petur Devron was among them. A gangly-looking man with wild hair and an unkempt beard, Petur was one of the scholars who lived and worked in The All-Tower, in Palios. An expert in all things dwarven - according to him - he had been summoned by Queen Yelifer of Namdhor to investigate the disputed mine in Vengora. To Doran’s eyes, he was a witless moron of a man who only drew breath because of sheer luck.

      Doran held up his shackled wrists. “I wouldn’t say I have returned of my own accord, Father.” It was a sarcastic response that Doran knew he would quickly come to regret.

      Dakmund stepped forward, however, defusing their father’s immediate wrath. “Their charge is trespassing, your Grace.” The red-headed dwarf flashed Doran a look that told him to keep his mouth shut. “We were forced to abandon Vengora,” he continued, “when we were set upon by the largest pack of Gobbers I’ve ever seen, a Dweller too!” The other dwarves who had accompanied them nodded vigorously in agreement.

      King Dorain scowled at his younger son. “And what of the weapon smith’s workshop? Is it in the hands of Namdhor?”

      “It remains untouched, your Grace,” Dakmund assured. “The Gobbers slaughtered the human forces; there will be nothing left of them but bones by now.”

      King Dorain didn’t look convinced, his scowl reaching up to his jewelled crown. “Then the works of our ancestors are currently unguarded.” Dakmund looked to protest the statement but his father continued. “You ran from a few Gobbers and a Dweller, boy? In the time it has taken you to return that which I no longer care for, Queen Yelifer of Namdhor could have men digging through the very stone!”

      Dakmund shook his head. “The weak arms of men could never dig through dwarven stone. They have no idea how to open the doors, either!”

      The king clenched his meaty fist. “That mine belongs to clan Heavybelly! I don’t care if the doors remain sealed for eternity; I won’t see it in the hands of the humans!”

      The queen of Grimwhal subtly, yet meaningfully, cleared her throat. Doran dared to look up at her, the dwarf who had brought him into this world. Drelda Heavybelly had been the one who made sure Doran’s heart never turned to stone in his chest, reminding him that he was more than just a dwarf with an axe in his hands. She had offered both of her sons what the king never could; love.

      King Dorain briefly met his wife’s dark eyes and his flaring temper was doused. Doran took a moment to inspect the other dwarves that filled the throne room. Dakmund had told him that clan morale had taken a severe hit after his self-imposed exile, with many of Grimwhal’s lords believing that their family line wasn’t strong enough to lead the Heavybellys. As a result, Dakmund had been forced to replace his caring and creative nature with that of a hardened and ruthless warrior, making him a fitting replacement as king.

      Seeing the future king receive such a welcome, however, put the surrounding dwarves ill at ease. They passed hushed words between each other, revealing a lack of confidence for the royal family that had never been around during Doran’s time.

      Perhaps feeling the same atmosphere, King Dorain adjusted his attitude. “You were right, Prince Dakmund, to bring any trespassers before me. Dhenaheim is no place for beings so tall.” The king looked down on Doran. “Nor so cowardly. You walked away from your duties, lad. You’ve represented the humans against your own clan in a dispute. Now, you have trespassed on land where you are not welcome. Three crimes! For two of which I would be right to have your head cleaved from your shoulders!” The king half turned to regard his wife. “Out of respect for the one who bore you, I will not have your blood spilled in front of her. For now, you and your friends may rest in the dungeons of Karak-Nor.”

      Doran stepped forward. “Father!” the ranger pleaded as Dakmund gripped his arm tightly. “There’s no need for killing them. Send them back through The Iron Valley and —”

      “SILENCE!” King Dorain bellowed. “Your days of counselling me are long gone, lad! As are the days when I would respect your requests!” Grimwhal’s ruler stepped down from the platform and strode between the shield guards until he was standing right in front of his first born. “Don’t think me a fool,” he said in his gravelly voice. “Word has reached this hall of what marches through The Iron Valley. Yelifer’s army would learn much if her spies were to report back on all that they had seen here.”

      Doran shook his head. “The Galfreys might be the only ones who can send the Namdhorians back without any—”

      The dwarf’s words were cut off by a sharp back hand from his father. Two of his encrusted rings tore through the skin beside Doran’s eye, drawing a slow trickle of blood down his cheek.

      The king leaned in, his words low. “Any what, lad? Without any bloodshed?” Grimwhal’s ruler looked over his son with disgust. “You’ve gone soft. Maybe some time in Karak-Nor will be good for you…”

      A long and silent pause fell between them, one which Reyna felt was the opportune moment to make their case. “King Dorain, if I may—”

      Doran snapped his head around. “Shut it will ye!” he scolded.

      The ambassador hesitated before deciding to hold her tongue. Doran thanked Grarfath and Yamnomora for the elf’s silence; another syllable and his father was likely to have her whipped.

      “At least you have the elf on a leash,” the king commented, turning away. “Take them from my sight!” he commanded.

      Dakmund and his soldiers were quickly replaced by a group of dwarven warriors in full Heavybelly battle armour. Doran gave his brother a lasting look before firm hands clasped him under his shackled arms and shoved him out of the throne room. Once taken from the great hall, the four prisoners were clumped together and marched through Grimwhal, surrounded by their bristling escort.

      Doran could sense Reyna’s inevitable questions beside him. “Don’ speak,” he said as quietly as he could, aware that the elf’s fine hearing would pick up every word.

      Unfortunately, Nathaniel couldn’t hear his warning. “Where in the hells are we going, Doran?” he hissed, his words bouncing off the dark stone.

      Doran winced before the nearest guard drove the handle of his hammer into the back of Nathaniel’s knee, forcing him down. The old knight cried out in surprise and the dwarf gripped him by the hair, pulling his head back so he could see the one who dominated him.

      “Speak again and you’ll lose the tongue, human!”

      “He doesn’t know what you’re saying,” Doran protested, fearful that Nathaniel would say something else.

      “Silence, traitor!” Another dwarf thrust the handle of his axe into Doran’s ribs.

      Doran groaned but remained on his feet. “Don’ say another word or they’ll kill ye!” he managed, determined to keep his friends alive. Of course, his warning came with another beating, one that bloodied his nose. Still, the son of Dorain refused to go down.

      That only incurred the wrath of their escort. Doran heard Reyna’s screaming protests and Nathaniel’s groans of defiance, but the prince of Grimwhal could see neither of them through the battle armour that crowded around him. When the hammering fists and feet finally stopped laying into him, he looked up from the floor to see Reyna’s tear-filled eyes.

      Then the world faded to black…
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      Under a thick black sky, Karakulak, king of the orcs, looked out on Velia. It had been three days since his kin had claimed the capital city of Alborn and still the buildings burned, smoke blowing into the breeze.

      Karakulak drank it in.

      The Arid Lands had already been conquered, all three of its cities reduced to ruins. Lirian was a prize that had been taken from him, razed to the ground by Malliath, but the survivors of The Evermoore would be scattered and easily hunted down.

      Now, word had finally reached him that Grey Stone had fallen in the west. The capitals of both shores were under orc occupation and, bar the few towns that lay between, Neverdark was his.

      Almost…

      The north had yet to be invaded and its capital, Namdhor, still sat proud over the land. It was the final stronghold of men before the orcs could meet the dwarves. Idle in their halls of stone, the children of the mountain had no idea what was coming for them.

      The elves, on the other hand, were a foe beyond Karakulak’s reach. The immortals lived across The Adean, hidden in their great forests. Crossing that ocean, or any body of water, was not something any orc could boast of. The king could only hope that the atrocities he inflicted on Neverdark would force the elves to sail west and challenge them.

      From the royal balcony of King Rayden’s palace, Karakulak tilted his head to hear the screams of men on the wind. Positioned above the city he could hear them all, the survivors of the battle unlucky enough to have their bodies flayed for their precious bones.

      “Sire…” Grundi, his most intelligent subject, joined him by the railing.

      The orc, as ever, was hunched over and limping - one a deformity from birth and the other a wound from years past. Most would overlook the crippled orc, but Karakulak, unlike most of his kind, prized intellect over strength and kept Grundi close.

      “Did you ever dream of seeing such a view, Grundi?”

      The shorter orc glanced at his king before taking in the horizon. “Even in my dreams, Sire, the world is not so big.”

      Karakulak nodded his head of magnificent horns. He had gazed at the land for three days and still couldn’t say he was accustomed to its incredible size. The Under Realm covered just as much distance, but even the largest cavern could fit inside Velia’s high walls.

      Grundi tilted his head to look up at his king. “The tribes’ leaders have gathered in the throne room.”

      Karakulak sneered, having already seen the chamber. “Throne room? Humans and their opulence…”

      “Sire.” Grundi said but a word, but his tone spoke volumes.

      Karakulak knew better than to use such large words. The tribes already suspected he was under the control of The Black Hand and their magic. Intelligence, even attributed to leaders, was not welcomed among the orcs. Strength was all that mattered. Grundi was one of the exceptions, like Karakulak himself, who had used his mind cunningly to manipulate his inferiors.

      The king grunted. “Humans take too much pleasure from their precious stones and metals. They forget what really matters.” Karakulak lifted the skull in his hand, marvelling at the bone’s tiny imperfections. It still wore the crown, now bolted into the bone, that King Rayden had worn for most of his life.

      Karakulak took one last look at the choking smoke and ash that blanketed the sky. The light of day could no longer harm them, or at least their sensitive eyes. He wondered how much of their home in The Under Realm was left after the volcano exploded. Perhaps Neverdark was fated to be their home after all…

      The king marched into the Velian throne room with Rayden’s skull in hand and Grundi trailing behind him, struggling to keep up. The throne itself was a solid chair of gold and red velvet with the head of a wolf carved into each armrest. It was all shiny and ridiculous to Karakulak’s eyes. Still, as a sign of his victory, the orc took his seat on the plush throne and rested the skull and crown behind a wolf’s head.

      The hall soon filled with orcs from all nine tribes, his own, the Born Horde, included. The chieftains were easy to see among his pale kin, their obsidian armour decorated with bones large and small. Only Chieftain Warhg of the Berserker tribe approached the throne without any armour. Instead, the orc wore only a loincloth and was painted in yellow and black, his broad shoulders ringed with several necklaces of bones.

      The sound of a staff on the marble floor and the rattling of tiny bones found Karakulak’s ears, but the familiar noise made the king close his eyes for a moment longer than he needed to. His mother, the High Priestess of Gordomo, pushed her way through the chieftains with her entourage of female orcs. No one protested her arrival, believing her to be the closest orc to Gordomo Himself.

      The High Priestess walked up the short steps and took her place beside the king without a word. The horned skull of Karakulak’s father, fixed atop her staff, looked down on him from above the throne. Her presence was a statement not only to the chieftains, but also to her son. Seeing her beside him, they were to believe that the king had the support of Gordomo, but Karakulak knew his mother was also telling him that she would not be swept aside.

      “My king!” Chieftain Lurg of the Grim Stalkers bent a knee before the throne. “Your victory here is proof that your strength knows no bounds.” Lurg turned his head to a pair of orcs who quickly carried over a chest and placed it in front of the king. “I offer all the skulls of my personal kills.” The chieftain lifted the lid to reveal dozens of flayed and polished skulls.

      Karakulak nodded his satisfaction and flicked his finger to dismiss the orc. This all felt premature to the king. Neverdark hadn’t been conquered yet. There were still humans and dwarves who called the continent home. He knew the importance of such ceremonies though, especially when there were those among his subjects who questioned his curiosity of magic.

      Let them bend the knee, he thought.

      Chieftain Orlaz of the Fallen tribe took Lurg’s place and genuflected in front of his king. Karakulak was presented with a larger chest this time, its depths filled with dragons’ teeth. This drew the envy of every orc in the hall and the ire of every other chieftain.

      Chieftain Nilsorg of the Steel Caste snarled. “Orlaz had no hand in bringing down the dragons! He cannot present the bones of those he didn’t slay!”

      Orlaz bared his fangs. “The Fallen laid claim to the yellow dragon! It is ours, its bones ours to gift as we like!”

      Nilsorg was about to protest that argument with his axe when Karakulak let loose a low rumble from deep in his throat. The chieftain of the Steel Caste left the axe on his back and averted his gaze.

      “Chieftain Orlaz of the Fallen is right,” the king declared. “Brought down by him or not, the Fallen laid claim before all others and, with my blessing, they may keep the dragon’s bones. I will accept this offering.” To punctuate his decree, the High Priestess stamped her staff twice into the marble.

      Chieftain Nilsorg replaced Orlaz, deliberately shouldering him on the way past. “My king—”

      “Kneel!” the High Priestess shrieked.

      Nilsorg winced before he bent his knee. “My king. I gift you the leg bones of all my kills.”

      The chest brought forward by the orcs of the Steel Caste did indeed hold many human leg bones, but they were thin and meagre by the look of them.

      Karakulak could feel his mother’s eyes on him, her expectations boring a hole in his head.

      “No skulls, Nilsorg? Chieftain Lurg gave up every skull, yet you present me with weak leg bones. They are not nearly as impressive as say… an orc’s leg.”

      Nilsorg hesitated, unsure what to do in the face of rejection. “My king—”

      “I do not accept your offering, Nilsorg,” Karakulak continued. “You may redeem yourself, however.” Grundi cleared his throat on the other side of the throne. The king simplified his speech. “Make an offering worthy of the Steel Caste and your tribe will not be punished.”

      Nilsorg bowed his head even lower. “Anything, my king!”

      Karakulak rested his horned head against the back of the throne and smirked. “I will accept either your thigh bone, or that of your first born.”

      The king noticed the awkward shuffling of Chieftain Barghak. The leader of the Big Bastards had been punished and rewarded by Karakulak in a similar manner when he rebelled before the invasion. Barghak still possessed the enormous thigh bone of his eldest son, a treasure that came at the price of his offspring.

      Nilsorg glanced at his king before staring hard at the floor. “Perhaps, my king, I could simply offer every bone the Steel Caste has claimed in this victory?”

      Karakulak didn’t need to protest, for the orcs of the Steel Caste roared, their angry growls filling the hall.

      “It doesn’t seem your tribe agree, Nilsorg. They want to keep what is theirs.”

      The chieftain swallowed any further protest and called for those of his tribe to bring forward his son. A cacophony of roars and fighting broke out at the back of the hall, but Nilsorg’s eldest son was eventually pushed into the clearing before the throne.

      “Chieftain Nilsorg,” Karakulak began. “You have made poor choices on behalf of your tribe this day. For that reason, I will allow your son the chance to claim your title.” Both Nilsorg and his son looked at each other in dismay. “Whoever presents me with the thigh bone of the other will rule the Steel Caste.” The opposing orcs hesitated. “You may not use weapons…” the king added wickedly.

      His longer years in command gave Nilsorg something to lose and so the orc charged his son. Throwing his weight into a low tackle, both tumbled to the floor in a tangle of punching limbs. Having less to lose, besides his life, didn’t mean Nilsorg’s son was without fire in his belly. The younger orc came out on top and buried his father under a barrage of heavy fists.

      As the two orcs battled it out, Karakulak took note of the robed figure lurking in the shadows beside one of the decorative pillars. It was one of the dark mages, a liaison between the king and The Crow. Karakulak lost interest in the brawl as he looked upon the mage, his thoughts wandering.

      Where was The Crow? The last he had heard, the mysterious leader had taken a contingent of orcs from the Savage Daggers and left for Nightfall. Karakulak knew little of Nightfall, home to the Arakesh. He didn’t like that The Crow was in dealings with the assassins, especially since these particular humans were known for their skill in killing without being seen. The orcs that accompanied him, however, would report all that they had seen. Though, they were yet to return…

      Still, The Black Hand were powerful allies that continued to reside in the shadows, their true purpose yet to be revealed. Karakulak could feel the dark mage watching him, observing so that he could inform The Crow no doubt.

      An agonised scream offended the king’s ears and he turned back to the fight. Nilsorg was on his back and his son had just thrust his elbow down into the chieftain’s knee cap. Bone could be seen sticking out of the back of his knee and blood oozed across the smooth floor.

      The son brought his elbow down again and again until he was able to tear away everything below the knee with his hand. It took some doing, and no lack of screaming from Nilsorg, but eventually, the son managed to dig his pointed nails through the muscles and flesh until he had a firm grip on the thigh bone. By the last yank, Nilsorg had passed out from the pain and blood loss.

      The Steel Caste roared and cheered for their new chieftain as the son stood up with his father’s bloody thigh bone in hand.

      Karakulak nodded his approval. “Well fought…”

      “Grul, my king.” The orc bowed his head.

      “Chieftain Grul,” Karakulak corrected. “You have shown great loyalty and strength. I will not forget this.” The king also hoped the other chieftains wouldn’t forget it. He could have them all replaced if he wanted, and by their own offspring too.

      The chieftains of the Bone Breakers and the Mountain Fist followed the crowning of Grul. Their offerings were acceptable and they were allowed to blend back in with the crowd. Raz-ak of the Savage Daggers stepped forward with a gift Karakulak had not expected, but much welcomed.

      “My king,” Raz-ak said, bending the knee on the bloodied floor. “The Savage Daggers laid claim to the blue dragon, found beyond the northern wall. I do not offer mere bones as I found them,” he jibed, “but have instead forged for my king a new blade. The chieftain raised both of his hands and presented Karakulak with a sword of dragon’s bone.

      The king left his throne to heft his new blade, impressed by the look of it already. The hilt, strapped with red leather, was curved and long enough for two hands to comfortably grip it. In the place of a pommel, the hilt was simply carved into a point to resemble a dragon’s tooth. The blade itself was a straight piece of pointed bone, its edges perfectly sharpened. Runes of the orcish language decorated the centre of the blade, reading: Dragon Slayer.

      Raz-ak gave the king the necessary scabbard and strap to sheath it over his back. Karakulak was impressed and planted a heavy hand on the chieftain’s shoulder.

      “You have out-done yourself, Chieftain Raz-ak! Your offering is most welcome!” It was tempting to reward the orc and even his tribe for such a gift, but Karakulak had to remind himself that the blade was an offering for his great deeds, and that no such reward was needed.

      Seated on his throne once more, and still admiring his blade, the king almost missed Chieftain Barghak’s approach. The leader of the Big Bastards was at least three heads taller than every other orc in the hall and his pale skin was notably absent of any blood. The lazy orc had most likely stayed away from the battle and was about to present Karakulak with bones taken from those of his tribe.

      “My king.” Barghak bent the knee, bringing him down to the height of everyone else. “I offer something different to my kin…”

      Those behind the chieftain moved aside when a pair of massive Big Bastard orcs strode through the hall. They each held a chain that was connected to a group of humans who were dragged before the king.

      Barghak stood aside so that Karakulak could better see the dirty men, women, and children chained together. “The royal family of Alborn, my king!” Barghak pushed a blonde-haired woman forward. “This one is the sibling of the king you flayed. Her family is all that remains of Velia’s rulers.”

      Karakulak hadn’t expected this. “How have they survived this long?” he asked.

      “We discovered them hiding in a secret room, my king. Couldn’t hide their stench, though!”

      It wasn’t the offering Karakulak had expected, but it appeased him all the same. “The centre piece for our feast tonight!” he yelled. The hall responded with cheers and howls, unlike the family who broke down in tears and screams.

      The king dismissed the chieftain and his living gifts, his interest now returned to the dark mage. “And what gift does The Black Hand offer for my victory?”

      The hall fell silent and every pair of eyes rested on the dark mage who, irritatingly, appeared unnerved by the attention.

      “You have but to look up to see my master’s gift, good king.”

      Karakulak turned to the arched window dominating the eastern wall, where he was greeted with impenetrable black clouds. “The Black Hand cannot take credit for nature, mage.”

      “The Crow told you that the earth would go to war with the sun if you went to war with Illian.” The mage had his hands clasped inside his voluminous sleeves, though the king suspected they concealed his wand.

      “The Crow told me a volcano would blow—” Karakulak was interrupted when his mother stamped her staff lightly into the floor. “He told me Gordomo’s breath would be unleashed upon the world. He did not make it happen.”

      The mage walked beyond the pillar now and entered the clearing before the throne. “Perhaps you would accept the ancient tunnels we showed you, long lost to your people? Or the knowledge of the surface world and their kingdoms?”

      Karakulak leaned forward in the shiny throne. “As you say. We have the ancient tunnels. Neverdark holds no secrets from the orc. And now the sky fire is gone. The Black Hand needs to keep up or risk losing my need of them…”

      The dark mage took a breath, noting the crowd of murderous orcs that surrounded him. “There remains one city that still harbours men.”

      Karakulak sat back again. “Namdhor. It will fall like the rest.”

      “Not like the rest,” the dark mage countered. “The capital of the north rests upon a mighty slope that stands over The King’s Lake. It is supported by a pillar of rock. It doesn’t sit on the land as Velia does; you cannot attack from below.”

      The king of orcs stood up and towered over the dark mage. “We do not have to. Without the sky fire to blind us, we will march over Namdhor—”

      “Through the snows?” the mage interjected. “You have never laid siege to a city from the surface before. Doing it in the heart of winter is even harder, especially against northerners.”

      “Our flesh is not so weak as yours, human. We do not feel the bite of winter.” Karakulak stood up and stalked around the mage, tensing his bare arms and pushing the dark veins to the surface of his pale skin.

      “Namdhor commands the largest army in all of Illian,” the mage continued.

      Karakulak stopped behind the man. “You suggest the might of the orcs cannot defeat them?” The hall erupted into ferocious growls and roars.

      “I suggest only caution, king. Your next battle will be different to those before. You may require the assistance of my order.”

      Karakulak seized the opportunity to remind his subjects who controlled who. The orc dropped a heavy hand onto the mage’s shoulder and squeezed just hard enough to have his nails dig into the man’s skin, eliciting a pained wince.

      “I would go and speak with your master, little man-thing,” he said threateningly. “The Black Hand have little left to offer.”

      Confident that he had just set a conversation in motion between the dark mage and The Crow, he lightly shoved the man away. Karakulak watched him leave, eyeing the small orb that hung on the man’s leather belt. They called them diviners - a word of the surface world that meant nothing to the king. What he did know was that The Black Hand used them to communicate over long distances.

      After the death of a nameless dark mage in Tregaran, Karakulak now possessed one of these diviners himself…

      Were he to use it and be discovered, his kin would turn on him for the crime of using magic. Karakulak, however, wasn’t about to let such narrow-mindedness get in the way of his victory. Having a tool to communicate over long distances would be advantageous, but having a tool that allowed him to listen in on his ally’s conversations, that would be invaluable!

      “Enough of this!” Karakulak waved the offerings away. “Tonight, we feast!” The orcs cheered their king. “Chieftains, I expect to hear a siege strategy from each of you. Namdhor will fall and the north will belong to the orc!”

      The king didn’t wait for the cheering to end before he turned to leave through the side door, behind the throne. His mother gave him an approving look he didn’t care for, but at least the old hag would leave him alone for a while. Making her Gordomo’s High Priestess had been The Crow’s idea; an action that had yet to bear fruit in Karakulak’s eyes…
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      High above the world, Inara Galfrey sank deeper and deeper into her bond with Athis. The red dragon shared some of his acute senses with the Dragorn, offering her a taste of his incredible perception.

      The half-elf caught various scents on the wind and, for just a moment, she could see farther than any full-blooded elf. The shadows between the pine trees came to life and the woodland creatures competed for her attention.

      To the west, her ears detected the shifting of loose rocks on the Vengoran mountainside. A subtle shift of her head informed the Dragorn that mountain goats were leaping from perch to perch.

      Athis’s stomach rumbled beneath her legs.

      You need to eat, she reminded him.

      I will eat when we find the people of Grey Stone, Athis replied stubbornly.

      If only it were the people of Grey Stone, Inara thought. Those who had retreated through the ancient tunnels into Vengora were from all over thanks to the orcs’ mass invasion. The enormous group of survivors were from Lirian, Vangarth and at least two cities from The Arid Lands - not to mention the hardy people of Grey Stone themselves.

      And now those people, the people under Inara’s protection, were journeying through the southern curve of Vengora, a dark place where none should travel.

      Athis felt her fears. I’m sure they are all fine. A group that large will scare off most monsters under the mountains.

      But will they find their way out? Inara countered. Those tunnels are ancient. The last time the king of Grey Stone ordered his people to take shelter in Vengora was six hundred years ago.

      They will be fine. Athis continued to pour soothing thoughts into their bond. They have Russell Maybury with them, don’t forget. His supernatural senses will aid in their exploration.

      Inara couldn’t deny Athis’s logic - she never could. But she was half-elf, and elves were a passionate people who often fell prey to their surges in emotion. Combined with her human side, a people who fretted over everything, the Dragorn struggled to remember her training.

      “Always keep a calm mind,” Gideon had said, his teachings etched into her soul. “You are always the most powerful person on land or in the air. That power offers you more options than most and a certain amount of grace. People will look to you in a crisis; if you’re calm so will they be.”

      Thanks to the spell cast over Malliath and the resurrected Asher, Inara didn’t feel even close to being the most powerful person anywhere. Seeing the dark clouds above, the half-elf was constantly aware that Malliath’s black form could descend upon them at any moment without warning.

      Do not forget who you are, Athis said softly in her mind. You are Inara Galfrey, a Dragorn, a warrior. You have already faced an army of orcs and Malliath the voiceless. Together, there is nothing we cannot—

      “Is anybody else hungry?” Vighon Draqaro shouted over the rushing wind.

      Inara sighed. That man only thinks with his stomach…

      Galanör, sat behind Inara, turned to face Vighon at the back. “We’ve not long eaten breakfast!”

      “Really?” the northman asked incredulously. “That feels like hours ago!”

      Vighon went on to complain about the cold and other things as he had for the last three days. Inara tried to tune him out and focus on their search.

      He’s just restless, Athis observed. He hasn’t killed anything for a few days…

      Inara was inclined to agree, but she was surprised to hear the dragon defend the man. I thought you ranked Vighon just above orcs.

      I don’t like the way he looks at you, Athis specified. That doesn’t mean I cannot appreciate his skill on the battlefield. The speech he gave to the soldiers of Grey Stone was particularly inspiring… if a little blunt.

      Vighon had proved to be full of surprises since their reunion in The Arid Lands. The Dragorn couldn’t help but admire his character considering the brutish life he had been forced to lead in Namdhor, under the thumb of his father. Now there was a man Inara wouldn’t mind dropping from a great height.

      By all rights, the northman should be a thug at the very least. Yet, in the time they had been side by side again, Inara had seen that same gentle soul she had known to reside within him when they were teenagers. His basic instinct to help others was undeniable, if sometimes concealed behind his roguish attitude.

      Wait. You don’t like the way he looks at me? Is Athis the ironheart jealous?

      It was foolish to bait a dragon, but poking fun at her eternal companion was among Inara’s favourite pastimes.

      Athis grunted. Dragons do not get jealous.

      Inara hadn’t liked to think about it, but Vighon’s feelings for her had been hard to ignore. Their relationship had ended ten years ago when she left to begin her training on The Lifeless Isles. Her feelings towards him had been crushed under the weight of her bond with Athis but, human as he was, Vighon had always kept a flame in his heart for her.

      You know anything between us is impossible, Inara argued. I’m not even capable of feeling that kind of love any more.

      It doesn’t mean I have to like the way he looks at you…

      Inara laughed silently to herself and rubbed Athis’s warm scales.

      There! Athis declared, directing Inara’s gaze to the trees below.

      The Dragorn adjusted her position and looked down, eager to see the survivors of Grey Stone. What she discovered, however, had her reaching for the Vi’tari blade on her hip.

      “What is it?” Galanör asked over her shoulder.

      “Orcs!” she yelled back. “Breaking through the tree line!”

      Vighon clambered around at the back of their procession. “Orcs? Where?”

      They’re running to the west, Athis warned.

      Inara repositioned herself again and looked over the other side of the dragon’s neck. “Look!” she shouted excitedly.

      They turned to see the dark strip of people emerging from a cave at the base of the mountains, easily seen in contrast to the snow.

      The orcs were charging towards them…

      Get us down there! Inara mentally exclaimed. “Hold on!” she cautioned to the others.

      Athis folded his wings and tipped his head down. Illian’s hard ground rushed up to meet them and the cluster of orcs and people finally took on individual shapes. The red dragon angled his body to come down between the two, a physical barrier that only the foolish would challenge.

      Something faster than an orc darted through the tree line and caught Inara’s eye. A pair of creatures, connected in the same way a pair of horses pulling a cart would be, sprinted across the snow tugging a mounted ballista on wheels. Two orcs stood at the back, manning the over-sized crossbow.

      Before Inara could question what manner of beasts pulled the mobile ballista, the orcs manoeuvred the weapon and fired a bolt as long as a man into the air, its pointed tip aimed for Athis’s bulk. Had the dragon not been diving straight down, Inara would have warned the man and elf behind her to hold tight as Athis rolled out of the bolt’s path. As it was, the air filling her mouth prevented her from uttering a single syllable.

      Athis spread his wings and banked to the left, narrowly avoiding the whistling bolt by a few feet. Years of training kept Inara in place and Galanör’s superior strength and agility allowed him to maintain his position. Vighon had neither of their particular talents…

      The northman yelled as he came away from the dragon’s spinal horns. Be it sheer luck or work of the fates, Vighon’s hand gripped one of Athis’s small spikes near the end of his tail. The dragon levelled out, avoiding slamming into the ground, but was unable to land as the orcs reloaded and fired another bolt in their direction.

      With a gulp of air, Inara turned back and screamed, “Hold on, Vighon!”

      Athis’s sudden change in direction, however, made that impossible. Only a few feet from the ground now, the dragon beat his wings and ascended to evade the deadly bolt, leaving the northman to fall away. Vighon’s yell was muted as he tumbled and skidded through the snow for some time.

      Inara looked back as Athis took to the sky again, fearing for Vighon’s life. The northman was now the only thing between the orcs and the people of Grey Stone and he was yet to find his feet.

      Get me to the ground!

      Another bolt shot past Athis’s head as another pair of six-legged monsters rushed from the tree line with a ballista in tow. The creatures moved erratically, zig-zagging across the snow.

      Athis! I need to get to Vighon, now!

      Irritated by her urgent commands, while coupled with the ballista assault, Athis roared and turned around to face the charging horde of orcs.

      If I stop they will hit us! the dragon reasoned.

      Then fly low, Inara replied. Focus your efforts on the ballistas before landing.

      With a clear view ahead, the half-elf could see Vighon rising from the snow, his sword in hand. He stood before the charging orcs with all the courage of a Dragorn, unafraid of the horde. Inara would have said he was brave if she didn’t think him such a fool.

      “Get ready to jump!” she called back to Galanör.

      Athis spread his wings and glided low through the gap between the people and the orcs. A bolt punctured the membrane of his left wing and Inara felt the pinch in her left arm. Athis roared again and curled his body around, bringing in the wounded wing and allowing Inara and Galanör to leap off.

      Dragorn and elven ranger hit the snow with more grace than Vighon had, but they were still too far away to be by the northman’s side when he met the orcs. Inara freed her Vi’tari blade as Galanör unsheathed Stormweaver and Guardian, his dual scimitars.

      In the distance, Vighon held his sword high with both hands, leaving his shield on his back. The first orcs to run into him felt the bite of his steel and decorated the clean snow with their blood. The northman ducked and weaved, slashing his sword left then right, catching the beasts across the midriff and neck. His parries rang out across the clearing, each one filling Inara with dread, yet he still kept those killing blows at bay.

      Galanör raced past the Dragorn, his speed unmatched, and skidded across the path of the nearest mobile ballista. The elf kicked up the snow and his blue cloak billowed out behind him as he whipped one of his scimitars through the front legs of the monsters. Somewhere between a wolf and lizard, the hideous creatures shrieked when they each lost two of their six legs. Their momentum worked against them, causing the foul creatures to roll over themselves and ultimately flip the ballista and its occupants - both of whom were crushed under its weight.

      The elf didn’t stop with his skid. Always one to be on the move, Galanör jumped to his feet and leaped into the fray beside Vighon, adding his scimitars to the northman’s blade. The pair fought well side by side, having done so for days in the narrow confines of Grey Stone’s streets. They weaved in and out of each other’s swing, perfectly timing their attacks to work for the other.

      Inara decided to add a touch of magic to the melee. The Dragorn used the upturned ballista cart to gain height before coming down on the orcs beyond. Her red cloak spread out behind the half-elf and her leather armour creaked as she pulled back her sword arm. When she touched down, a moment later, the crystal in the hilt of her blade pressed hard into the ground beneath the snow.

      A staccato of lightning erupted from the scimitar in every direction.

      Closing her eyes to guard against the flashes, Inara used her other senses to learn the fate of her foes. Judging by the wails and the smell of charred flesh, she decided that those around her were no longer counted among the living.

      The Dragorn rose from the ground with a satisfied smirk pushing at her cheeks; at least seven of the pale beasts lay dead around her. Those that had been charging at her suddenly lost their speed and decided that running in another direction would be a better option.

      Then Athis lit up the clearing.

      The remaining ballista cart went up in a ball of flames and the six-legged monsters with it - all of which came crashing down on a group of orcs. Athis scorched the earth in a straight line before climbing back into the air, claiming the lives of a dozen more orcs.

      Bolstered by her companion, Inara waded into the fray beside Galanör and Vighon and let her Vi’tari blade do what it did best. The three fighters were forced to move around or run the risk of tripping over the bodies that piled up around them. In the distance, behind them, the surviving soldiers of Lirian and Grey Stone banded together and presented a formidable line of swords and shields for any orc who continued their westerly charge.

      One of the last orcs to challenge the trio came to a sudden stop when a pick-axe hit it squarely in the chest. Inara looked back to see Russell Maybury rushing to join them. The werewolf removed two daggers from the back of his belt and added his fury to the small battle, assisting them in dispatching the last of the beasts. The tavern owner appeared truly happy to be in the middle of it all.

      The few remaining orcs fled into the trees, disappearing from sight. Inara was half tempted to chase after them and hunt them like animals.

      Let them fear us, Athis insisted. Fear can be infectious.

      True, Inara agreed. But it’s not as absolute as death. The Dragorn sheathed her blade and inspected Vighon and Galanör for any wounds, new wounds at least.

      The northman ploughed his sword into the snow and let it stand there while he caught his breath. “I miss Ned,” he panted, referring to his horse. “Hell, I miss travelling on land…”

      “Well met!” Galanör ignored Vighon’s comment and clasped forearms with Russell.

      “You three are a sight for sore eyes,” Russell said. Athis landed before them, shaking the ground underfoot. “You four…” Russell corrected.

      Inara was indeed happy to see the tavern owner, but sighting the thousands that continued to pour out of the cave reminded the Dragorn what really mattered; hope. Every survivor was a victory and a reminder that the orcs couldn’t take everything from them.

      Looking upon them all now, Inara noticed that most were focusing on the sky. Having spent three days journeying through the darkened tunnels of south Vengora, she imagined that everyone would be looking forward to seeing the sky again.

      “I thought it was morning,” Russell commented, eyeing the black clouds.

      “It is,” Inara answered. “It’s ash.”

      “Tons of ash to be precise,” Vighon added, stretching the muscles in his left arm across his gambeson.

      Russell couldn’t hide his confusion. “Where did it all come from?”

      Inara glanced at Athis, who had been her only source of information. “A volcano most likely. It blew in from the south, beyond Syla’s Pass.”

      Russell turned around, examining the sky in different places. “How far does it stretch?”

      “It’s everywhere,” Galanör replied softly, his expression stoic as usual.

      The werewolf sighed. “So orcs can go wherever they please, then. That sounds like the end of the world.”

      Inara wouldn’t hear it. “It’s not over until I say it is…” The Dragorn adjusted her cloak and marched off to find King Jormund and King Weymund. If everyone was emerging from Vengora with such little spirit and fear of what had happened to their world, then she would pick them up.

      It was her duty.

      Once the slain orcs were behind her, she heard the quick crunch of snow as Vighon hurried to catch her up, soon followed by Galanör and Russell. She had expected them to fall into conversation but Athis reminded her that Dragorn were natural leaders - people followed them.

      Being sure to keep that air of leadership and confidence about her, Inara marched through the snow and made for the tight group of soldiers surrounding the realm’s royalty.

      From the left, a large cluster of soldiers began to chant and cheer, “VIGHON! VIGHON! VIGHON!”

      Inara looked dumbfounded from the men to Vighon, who appeared just as unsure as to why anyone would be cheering his name. The northman gave them an uneasy smile and a nod and they cheered all the louder.

      Galanör came up beside them. “I’d say your actions in Grey Stone have garnered you some support among the soldiers.”

      Vighon looked all the more confused. “How’s that?” he asked.

      “Never underestimate the power of words,” the elf replied with a knowing smile. “When their end approached, you gave them someone to stand behind. They fought because you gave them—”

      “Hope,” Inara finished, the beginnings of a smile pulling at her lips.

      It was obvious that Vighon was experiencing a feeling he had never known before. The northman continued to watch the cheering warriors from afar, his thoughts his own.

      Upon sighting their approach, King Jormund broke through the protection of his men, his arms held out. “Again, my people owe you a debt, Inara Galfrey!” His accent was almost as thick as his barrel-like chest. “You and your dragon have kept us safe once again.”

      Sensing a bear hug from the enormous king, Inara ceased her advance and simply bowed her head. “Even we had aid, your Grace,” she said, gesturing to Vighon and Galanör.

      Vighon shifted his black fur cloak over his shoulders and nodded at the king of The Ice Vales, clearly uncomfortable in the presence of a monarch. Galanör appeared far more at ease and bowed his head in respect, the ranger accustomed to life around elven royalty.

      “I have heard of your courage, Vighon Draqaro,” the king said heartily. “You have the thanks of my men and their families.”

      “I wasn’t alone,” Vighon explained. “It’s a lot easier to be brave when you have an elf and a Dragorn standing by your side.”

      “And humble too!” The king clapped him on the arm. “I shall have to keep my eye on you, Draqaro, or my men will have you replace me, I think.”

      “Indeed we shall have to watch you all,” came the voice of another. King Weymund of Lirian arrived with a small entourage and his family. “The three of you appear to be quite the formidable trio,” he continued. “I offer my gratitude alongside King Jormund’s and that of my people.”

      Were it not for his guard and the tarnished golden chain around his neck, the king could easily be seen as any other man, his face marred with filth and his broken arm strapped to his chest.

      “Has your journey been hard, your Grace?” Inara asked, glancing over the exhausted and dirty faces of every man, woman, and child who exited the mountains.

      “Vengora is no place for people,” King Weymund stated in the high-born accent. “But thanks to the guidance of Mr Maybury and the brave knights of the realm, we have survived.”

      King Jormund nodded his bushy head in agreement. “You woodland folk are hardier than I would have given you credit for.”

      King Weymund responded with an appreciative smile before addressing Inara again. “As it is night, perhaps we should camp in this clearing for now. We can—”

      “Forgive my interruption, your Grace,” Inara said, cutting him off. “The night has not long passed. Mid-afternoon approaches.” The Dragorn could see the confusion on the king’s face spread across all those who could hear her. “Something terrible has happened in the south…”
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      Several hours later, under a shadow of ash, the survivors worked together to make camp. It wasn’t hard to discern the southerners of The Arid Lands, all of whom huddled together for warmth, each wrapped in multiple furs. Unlike the people of Grey Stone, or even the woodland folk of The Evermoore, they just weren’t built for this extreme cold.

      Still, Inara enjoyed watching the people work together, regardless of where they came from. Everyone’s world had been turned upside down and the only way they could put it back together again was with unity.

      You’re going to have to remind them, Athis said, his bulk lounged amongst the trees, away from the makeshift camps.

      Inara, sat inside his front legs, under his jaw, kept her eyes on the largest tent being erected in the middle of the clearing. Remind them of what? she asked.

      That they haven’t lost the war, the dragon replied. For most, kings included, losing your home is akin to losing your identity. They will feel the dominance of the orcs more keenly now. You will have to remind them that this war has only just begun.

      Inara considered her companion’s words. They had sat on the periphery of the camp since stopping for the night when she had finished explaining to the kings why the sun may never return. The news hadn’t been taken well by most and word had spread throughout the camp with great haste. It had been agreed that they would reconvene in King Jormund’s tent when all was prepared.

      Inara wished more than ever that her mentor was here. Gideon Thorn would know what to say. He would inspire everyone, as he always did, and lead them to safety.

      You will be enough, Athis stated boldly. They do not see you as you do. To these kings, you are the highest and noblest form of warrior. They don’t know that all of your wisdom comes from me…

      Inara couldn’t help but laugh as she pulled her cloak about her, happy to blend in to the scales of her companion.

      The northman approaches, the dragon said with little enthusiasm.

      I thought you liked him now?

      I don’t understand why he is being hailed as a hero. The dragon was on the border of petulance, although Athis would argue until his scales dropped off that dragons are above such a thing. You slew more orcs than he did and directed the people to the tunnels, he continued.

      Inara smiled and patted his thick scales. You think people should be cheering my name…

      You are deserving of their praise, Athis argued.

      Inara caught sight of Vighon’s silhouette approaching from the camp fires. They see him as one of them, Inara explained. He’s a northerner.

      He is just a man, Athis continued, his perspective skewed.

      Inara nodded her head. That’s exactly why they cheer his name. He doesn’t have a dragon or supernatural advantages. He inspired them because he showed them that they could be brave too. In a moment of clarity, Inara could see the true purpose of her order like never before. Dragorn aren’t supposed to inspire; how could we when we’re considered to be something else entirely? We’re here to protect and advise, nothing more. The people need inspirations they can relate to, even attain themselves.

      Athis snorted. He doesn’t smell like an inspiration…

      Inara laughed one more time before rising to meet Vighon. “The hero of Grey Stone approaches,” the Dragorn declared with a mocking grin.

      Vighon took it in his stride, his ego clearly bloated in the few hours they had been apart. “Please, please… I prefer legend.”

      Inara walked past him. “I think you have to be dead to become a legend.”

      Left under the scrutinising eyes of Athis, Vighon turned and quickly fell in beside the Dragorn. “You’re right. I’ll just stick with hero for now.”

      “I take it you’ve been sent to bring me to King Jormund’s tent?”

      “Perceptive as ever, Galfrey,” Vighon replied casually.

      “So your status as hero has seen you rise to the dizzying heights of messenger boy,” Inara added as seriously as she could, her cheeky smile desperate to reveal itself.

      Without missing a step, Vighon said, “That’s royal messenger boy. Besides, the king’s tent is warm and stocked with wine.”

      Inara tried to contain her laugh as they reached the edges of the camp. Very few remained outside now, preferring the shelter of their tents and the warmth of their huddled bodies.

      “What are you going to say?” Vighon asked, his voice low in the quiet night air.

      “To the kings? What I must.” Inara insisted, “Lirian is gone and The Evermoore is likely to be crawling with orcs by now. Grey Stone can offer no protection, especially now that our enemy knows of the tunnels. I would suggest we journey to Velia, but it’s too far. Who knows what lies between us and them?”

      “You’re going to suggest they go to Namdhor,” Vighon concluded.

      Inara could hear it in his voice; fear. “It’s the closest city and a big one,” she reasoned. “They have the largest army in the realm too which is something we cannot ignore in a time of war.”

      Vighon harrumphed. “War. I haven’t heard anyone call it that yet.”

      “We’ve lost more than half of Illian to an invading force.” Inara faced the northman as they rounded the next tent. “This is war,” she stated bluntly.

      Vighon slowed, falling behind Inara’s pace until he finally stopped in front of the king’s tent. “I can’t go to Namdhor, Inara.”

      The Dragorn stopped in her tracks and turned around. “You mean you won’t go to Namdhor,” she corrected.

      “That’s exactly what I mean,” Vighon replied without excuse. “I’m already farther north than I’d like. This might look like Queen Yelifer’s land, but it’s not. The Ironsworn control everything in the north. If they find me…”

      “You’re afraid of your father,” Inara assumed.

      “It’s not a matter of fear,” Vighon said, looking anywhere but her eyes. “It’s just fact. If The Ironsworn get their hands on me, I’m dead. No one walks away from my father.”

      Inara wasn’t convinced his exile was necessary. “I’ve seen you fight, Vighon. I can’t believe there are many in your father’s employ who could beat you.”

      “You’re right,” the northman said surprisingly. “There’s maybe a handful who could put me down, and they’re all in Namdhor. Not to mention their numbers. There isn’t a soldier in Yelifer’s army that isn’t under my father’s control.”

      “You wouldn’t be alone,” Inara continued, sure that Vighon had more than just his blade to offer. “I would be there, Galanör too. Russell alone is a walking deterrent!”

      Vighon was shaking his head. “I did things in that city I’m not proud of, things I’ve done my damnedest to get away from.”

      Inara noted the guards posted outside the tent giving them too much attention and she stepped a little closer to Vighon. “Going back there won’t make you that person again.”

      Her words bounced off him. “Why would I go anyway?” he countered. “I have no allegiance to Lirian, The Arid Lands or Grey Stone. I’ve bled for them already…”

      “Ever the rogue then,” Inara said with a hint of disappointment. “This war has already removed the lines from the map. Allegiances, kingdoms… they mean nothing. If you stay, you’re fighting for your right to live. You’re fighting for everyone’s right to live.”

      Vighon returned his distant stare and focused on Inara. “The world has become simpler…” he conceded.

      Inara didn’t like the way he was looking at her, but to rebuke him now would be to lose him forever. In truth, she wasn’t entirely sure why she was fighting so hard to have him come along. Nothing could ever happen between them and not because of her order or duty, but because she didn’t want it to. Explaining to another person what it meant to be bonded with a dragon, however, was rather complicated and impossible for them to understand or relate to.

      “In The Arid Lands,” she began, trying her last argument, “you asked me to accompany you to Tregaran in case Malliath returned.”

      Seeing where she was going, Vighon held up his hands. “If Malliath returns, having me journey to Namdhor with you isn’t going to help.”

      “No,” she agreed, “but you do know the north and their people. You know Namdhor.” Inara twisted her mouth, careful to use a soft tone that would disarm him without implying that she had feelings for him. “And I trust you.” Vighon looked away, torn in opposing directions. “I would ask you to accompany me,” she finished.

      Vighon half-turned and looked to the east, his expression hard to read.

      “Stay or go,” Inara said, flicking her head to the trees, “the choice is yours, Vighon. You know how I feel…” The Dragorn made for the tent behind her when the northman called out, pausing her for just a moment.

      “Do I?” he asked, his question something more than it was.

      Without looking him in the eye, Inara continued into the tent and a welcoming warmth. King Jormund’s tent was well lit and, besides the king’s impressive girth, the space was dominated by a makeshift table built from a variety of chests carted out of Grey Stone and hauled through the tunnels. Upon its surface sat a collection of maps, detailing the body of Illian.

      Inara gravitated towards Galanör, who had situated himself on the periphery of the tent. The ranger appeared relaxed with his hands resting comfortably on the hilts of his scimitars, each attached to his hip. The ranger hadn’t been included in the current discussions, a heated debate between the two kings and their councillors, though the elf seemed content to watch the men argue. To Inara’s eyes, he was wildly underused. With four hundred years behind him, Galanör possessed a wealth of experience and wisdom.

      “What seems to be the problem?” she asked the ranger quietly.

      In an exasperated tone, Galanör answered, “King Jormund wants to continue north, to Namdhor, while King Weymund wishes to travel east, to Velia. Weymund believes that the refugees from The Arid Lands will die if they’re forced to travel any farther into the snows.”

      “It’s more likely that Weymund prefers his allegiance with King Rayden than Queen Yelifer,” Inara replied. “I take it the people of The Ice Vales have no problems journeying farther north?”

      “Exactly,” Galanör said, almost bored of it all. “Too many crowns in one tent…”

      Inara’s attention was momentarily captured by Vighon, who entered the tent and paused under her gaze before finding a pole to casually lean against. The Dragorn took that as his decision to stay and did her best to conceal the grin that lay just beneath the surface.

      You think he’s beautiful… Athis’s voice rose up inside of her with such familiarity it was easy to believe she was simply thinking it.

      I think he’s good with a sword, Inara quickly redressed. A skill much in need right now.

      Your feelings betray you, wingless one.

      Inara inwardly sighed. I’ll admit to having eyes. I desire nothing, she firmly clarified. Besides, I’ve seen the way you look at other dragons, especially Gelva.

      The dragon expressed a shrug across their bond. We dragons must reproduce; there are so few of us. The entire realm is crawling with you two-legs.

      Inara disagreed. Technically, I am only one of two half-elves in existence…

      That single thought threatened to open a void inside of Inara. She began to worry about her brother, Alijah, and what he was doing with Gideon on The Lifeless Isles. Had they succeeded in finding a way to break the spell that bound him to Asher and Malliath? Either way, he was mortal, a revelation that broke her immortal heart. Before she could fall any deeper and fret about her brother’s inevitable death, Galanör nudged her elbow, bringing her back to the tent.

      Everyone’s eyes were upon her.

      “Master Galfrey…” King Jormund said her name as if he was repeating it.

      Inara cleared her throat. “Forgive me, King Jormund, I was communing with Athis… He is far wiser than I.”

      You have never said that before, Athis quipped.

      King Jormund appeared very pleased with the Dragorn’s response. “Excellent! If there was ever a time for the wisdom of a dragon it would be now! I know I speak for us all when I ask for your advice.” King Weymund didn’t appear too happy about the bear king speaking for him, but he didn’t disagree.

      Inara approached the table of maps, walking into the torchlight. Before speaking, just as Gideon had taught her, the half-elf considered her words and course of action again. Seeing the map, however, Inara knew she was making the right choice.

      “For the sake of the thousands that are in this camp, I believe our best course would be to make for Namdhor.” Inara’s statement set the kings and their councillors upon each other again.

      One of King Weymund’s lords, speaking out of turn by the expression on his king’s face, asked, “Is that your advice or that of your dragon?”

      King Weymund may have shared his councillor’s point of view, but he respected Inara’s position too much to allow the Lord to get away with his rude question. “Any word from a Dragorn is word from their dragon, Lord Baillor, and, in this case, that dragon would be Athis the ironheart, the same dragon who came to Lirian’s aid and stopped your house from burning…”

      Inara waited for Lord Baillor to bow his head and retreat into the cluster of other lords. She appreciated the king of Lirian and his loyalty to the Dragorn, but it would not change her mind.

      “I’m aware, King Weymund, that you would have us return through your kingdom and continue on to Velia…” Inara paused, being sure to use language that wouldn’t offend - it was terribly easy to offend a king. “From what we know,” she continued, pointing at the maps, “the orcs have taken The Arid Lands. Since then, they have moved north with unprecedented speed. No one has heard from Velia, but we have to assume, being farther south than either of your kingdoms, that the city has already fallen, if not under threat of siege.”

      King Weymund had his eyes on the map also. “Velia survived The War for the Realm. Ten thousand Darkakin, giants and all, attacked the city and yet it emerged the victor.”

      Inara couldn’t disagree. “Velia’s high walls and strong stone can stand up to almost anything.” The Dragorn glanced at King Jormund. “But what good are walls when your enemy attacks from beneath?” The half-elf could see the revelation of her point on Weymund’s face. “If the orcs travelled as far north as The Ice Vales then they could easily have reached Velia days ago. I’m sorry, King Weymund, but my advice would be to continue north, especially while we journey with so many families.”

      The king of Lirian cupped his goatee with his free hand. “Queen Yelifer is not a welcoming host…”

      “No she isn’t,” King Jormund agreed. “But even the war-witch of the north cannot deny us aid in such a time of war.”

      Weymund’s gaze was fixed on the maps, his attention focused on The Evermoore. The heartland wood of Illian was entirely within the king’s domain and had been the home of his ancestors for a thousand years. But Lirian was lost to him. Vangarth was among those evacuated from his country and Wood Vale had been sent word to head north days ago. Still, his gaze lingered, his thoughts clear to see.

      “The Evermoore will offer little refuge, good king,” Inara said softly.

      Weymund tore his eyes from the map. “My people know those woods like the back of their hands. We could take shelter there—”

      “Until what?” King Jormund interjected. “Until this is all over? Until the orcs grow bored of ravaging Illian? We must stick together so that we may fight these beasts!”

      Seeing that Jormund’s words were having little effect on the king of Lirian, Inara added, “From what we saw earlier today, we have to assume that The Evermoore is crawling with orcs. Now that the sun is gone, they roam the surface freely. Trust me, King Weymund, orcs are among the best hunters in the world. If you return to The Evermoore now, there will be blood.”

      King Weymund looked to be considering his options as he silenced the wittering lords in his ear. “It seems we are without a choice,” he said begrudgingly. “The people of The Evermoore will accompany you to Namdhor.”

      With that, the king of Lirian and his entourage left Jormund’s tent. It was tempting to feel as if a victory had been claimed, but Inara wasn’t going to convince herself that anything other than hardship was ahead of them now. Escorting thousands of people through the winter snow, orcs on the hunt, and a rogue dragon in the skies was a weight that continued to press down on the Dragorn.

      Following Galanör’s move to exit, Inara bowed her head in respect to King Jormund and left with the elf. Her finer senses detected Vighon beginning to leave behind them as well.

      “You have as much skill with words as you do a sword,” Galanör commented under the starless night.

      Inara appreciated his compliment. “I’m afraid either will only get us so far. We no longer have the safety of the light and I have no doubt the orcs will be stalking us.”

      “Then it’s a good thing we have a dragon,” Vighon voiced, a step behind.

      Inara noted his use of the word we. “We will have reinforcements soon,” she assured. “Those of my order were too late for Grey Stone, but they will find us. As soon as they’re in range, Athis will be able to communicate with them.”

      “How many Dragorn are there?” Vighon probed, the tone of his voice mirroring Inara’s feelings.

      “Not enough, I fear. The numerous orcs aside, Malliath has been fighting in wars since the time of The First Kingdom. He fought with the original Dragon Riders against Atilan and in every war since over the last ten thousand years. He is a formidable foe…”

      Vighon lightened his tone. “You’ve survived a fight with him once before. Perhaps you and Athis are the challenge he’s never had.”

      “He rides with Asher on his back,” Inara reminded the northman. “Together, they beat Gideon and Ilargo in Lirian. What can we do against such ferocity?” The half-elf looked up at the dark sky and hoped her fellow Dragorn would arrive sooner rather than later.

      We will be enough, Athis maintained, his confidence as boundless as the stars themselves.

      Inara held onto those words…
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      Buried deep in a slumber that could only be brought on by freezing temperatures, Alijah Galfrey dreamed of fire and ice. His mind raged, skipping violently from battle to battle, the enemy and landscape ever changing.

      Fields of men died by the hundreds, scorched by fire or frozen by ice. Castles and fortresses the rogue had never seen before toppled under a bombardment that no stone could stand against.

      He observed it all from the sky.

      Alijah could only watch as he dropped out of the heavens with fury in his veins and fire in his throat. The screams of men meant nothing to him, they were insects favoured by his kin but never him.

      The battle changed seamlessly and he was suddenly flying over a rocky desert, The Undying Mountains beneath him. Far below, elves and dwarves were slaughtering the last of the orcs, pushing what few remained into those dark tunnels. The sound of dying orcs meant even less to him than the sound of dying humans.

      The rogue dived down and cut a scorching swathe through their ranks, lighting up the night. As he rose back into the sky, the view changed again. The elves and dwarves were gone, the orcs naught but a memory, as he flew over a green field of men once again. Their banners were those of the lion, the house of Tion.

      A thousand years in the past, Alijah beat his wings, anger fuelling his every thought, as he dropped low to lay waste to Gal Tion and his army of dragon slayers. The first self-proclaimed king of Namdhor, and the world at the time, stood defiantly on the battlefield, urging his men to bring down the black dragon.

      A pack of mages emerged from the mass of soldiers and a terrible flash blinded Alijah. When next the world returned, he was chained to a rocky island as the waves of The Adean splashed against his scales. Wicked mages were chanting around him, their wands alight with magic. Alijah wanted to roar but his mouth was strapped with enchanted chains. His blood boiled and he struggled to be free of the humans.

      A mighty wave washed over him but, when the spraying water fell away, the ocean was suddenly far below. In the middle of its blue depths sat Korkanath, the dwelling of the mages. Alijah was empty. He couldn’t feel anything but cold inside of him. He hungered, he tired, and he saw both in an endless cycle that had him enthralled to the mages and their dank island.

      Above all, he was lonely…

      The rogue felt the jolt this time, the world changing drastically before his reptilian eyes. He saw flashes of a young Gideon Thorn fighting Galanör Reveeri atop Korkanath’s walls. The spell was broken and that emptiness was again filled with hatred and rage. Alijah heard his own voice groan as everything changed again.

      There was more fire. A lot more fire. Alijah unleashed his fury upon the savage Darkakin in the south of Ayda, razing their cities to the ground. Those who didn’t burn he felt the crunch of their fragile bodies in his mouth.

      Then it was all gone. He was flying into an endless sky, leaving his kin behind. He wanted to burn the entire world but he knew it was wrong. He was different to the rest of dragon-kind and they knew it as well as he did. He felt shame under their gaze and he had to get away from it. So he left.

      Alijah groaned again and the world changed drastically. Nasty orcs were swarming over him but he was injured, his ribs torn up by an exploding spear he had never seen before. Weighted nets held his wings down and entangled them. He roared and he was suddenly changed once again, now inside Paldora’s Fall.

      His purple blazing eyes looked up and saw… himself. Alijah was looking back at himself and he knew he had just found a piece of him that had been missing for eternity. Then the connection was gone and he was bound to another. A man he had never seen before but Alijah knew it to be Asher, the ranger.

      The speed of Malliath’s life increased and Alijah felt pain in his head. He felt a dragon’s neck snap inside his jaw before he witnessed Lirian burning, the flames his own doing. Then more dragons died, over Velia. He saw Gideon fall from a wall. Then he was…

      Reality flooded his senses as a bucket of icy cold water slammed into his body. Alijah couldn’t help his scream and subsequent gasps, his breath ragged and visible before him. In but a moment, all that rage and frustration was replaced by despair.

      The Crow was standing before him.

      The leader of The Black Hand dismissed his hooded servant, who took the empty bucket with him. Following his departure, Alijah noted a handful of identically dressed servants, all of whom carried a pair of short-swords on their back. Seeing the horrifically ravaged faces of some of them, the rogue knew instantly that he looked upon Reavers. Brought back from the dead but denied their old life, these men and women were nothing but deadly shades of their former selves.

      The Crow waited until the Reavers were behind him in the roofless cell. “What did you see?” he asked in his ancient voice.

      Alijah blinked the icy droplets from his eye lashes and looked beyond The Crow, to the shadows. His cell, as it was, must have once been either a large hall or a collection of modified rooms to fit Malliath’s incredible bulk inside. The black dragon’s features were mostly hidden in the darkness, but his horned head and purple eyes rested beside a mounted torch clinging to one of the ruined pillars.

      “What did you see, Alijah?” the wizard asked again.

      Those purple eyes pulled him in, inviting the rogue to fall into the dragon’s mind again.

      Dissatisfied, The Crow stepped forward in a heartbeat and snatched Alijah’s hair, driving his head back into the wall where he was chained. “What-did-you-see?” His breath was hot in the rogue’s ear.

      Alijah made to answer but his chin was quivering from the cold so much that his words were indistinguishable mutterings.

      The Crow pulled his head forward and locked eyes with the half-elf. “You’re going to let a little cold hold you back?” The wizard shook his head in disappointment. “You must be stronger than this.” Alijah missed The Crow withdrawing his wand and pressing it to his semi-bare chest, but there it was. “Through pain, we will discover the depths of your strength, together.”

      The agony of a thousand blades ripped through Alijah’s chest. So painful was it that his resounding scream quickly died away, his voice paralysed. His chained limbs rattled against the stone and his every muscle tensed as if struck by lightning.

      With his head hanging low into his chest, Alijah strained his eyes to look up through his matted wet hair. The Crow had stepped back, revealing Malliath once more. The dragon appeared to have no feelings one way or the other about his mistreatment.

      “He doesn’t feel what you feel,” The Crow explained. “I’m afraid that connection only goes one way. His pain is yours, not the other way around.”

      Alijah let his eyes fall back to the floor, where his bare feet paddled in freezing water. He knew his eyes were red as fresh tears mixed with the water on his face. Then The Crow’s feet came into view.

      “Now, what did you see?” he enquired for a fourth time. “You have been locked in here with Malliath for days. That kind of proximity must be wonderful for your bond.”

      Alijah closed his eyes, wishing it all to go away, but The Crow brandished his wand again.

      “Come now, dig deep. Find that first ounce of strength. That’s all we need, just an ounce we can light a flame under.”

      Alijah didn’t want to give him anything, but he didn’t even have the strength to imagine how he would kill the wretch.

      The Crow sighed. “More pain is needed I see… Very well.” That slender black wand came under the rogue’s chin.

      “I saw…” Alijah croaked and coughed before finally managing to lift his head. “I saw through his eyes.”

      “Good,” The Crow purred. “But I did promise pain, and you must come to understand that everything I promise to do… I will do. Without that absolute surety, how can you ever come to trust my word?”

      Alijah didn’t even have time to protest, let alone shift in his chains before the wand pressed hard into his skin. He felt barbed wire rush through his veins, just beneath the surface of his skin. It was like fire. A feral roar escaped his lips and saliva drooled from his open mouth. When the pain subsided, he was left hanging by his chains, his arms stretched out above him.

      “What did you see?” The Crow insisted.

      Alijah tilted his head to lay a single eye on the bald and scarred wizard. He poured all of his hatred and loathing into that look.

      “Yes,” The Crow hissed. “Use your anger if you must, but find that strength, Alijah. Anger can be a great source of motivation. Thoughts of retribution gave me purpose for years in The Citadel. You must harness that hate and rage but never allow it to control you.”

      Alijah didn’t know where the energy came from, but he found himself lunging at The Crow and baring his teeth with a growl in his throat.

      Without flinching and only an inch from his nose, the wizard said, “A disciplined mind above all, Alijah. Let your emotions give you purpose, but never let them guide your actions.” The Crow turned away and walked closer to Malliath before facing the rogue again. “Ten thousand years ago, I lived under King Atilan. I lived under a lot of people actually, but the kingdom upon which I stood belonged to him. Everything was his. From Erador to Ayda and all between bowed to him, a mad king. He was slave to his emotions just as so many after him have been. It made him cruel and wicked. The kings and queens who have ruled over the realm have ever been greedy and selfish. You will be so much more than all of them…”

      Alijah spat on the floor and craned his neck to place both eyes on The Crow. “I will never—”

      The rogue’s defying words were cut short in his mouth as The Crow whipped his wand through the air and struck Alijah from afar. He was hit with more magic and he found his body forced flat against the wall behind him. The Crow took a single step and blocked his view of Malliath’s head. He had the eyes of a dead man, pale and lifeless with no depth.

      “Hear my words,” The Crow implored. “Let them be your only companion in these hard times.” The wizard came close again and his hand cupped Alijah’s jaw, his pointed fingers pressing against his skin.

      “Men may die, kingdoms may rise and fall, but an idea lives on. Consider that today’s lesson. But, while you dwell on it, know that until you, there have only been mortals to wear the crown, to rule their fragile realms. You will be more than a man, more than an elf. You will be an idea, a symbol. Cross you and suffer the consequences. A hard line, yes, but peace is worth it.”

      Alijah took it all in; he had no choice. He stood there, pinned to the cold stone with nothing but his despair and The Crow’s words for company. Malliath was nothing but a silent observer, a watcher in the dark awaiting his master’s command.

      The Crow made to leave his cathedral-like cell when Alijah called after him. “Why?” he asked, requiring another breath to finish his question. “Why is he here?”

      The Crow looked from Alijah to Malliath. “Without him your bond—”

      “No,” Alijah interrupted, turning his head to the shadows beside the dragon. “Why is he here?”

      From the inky depths of the darkness, Asher walked into the light of the torch. The Dragon Knight, as he had been so named, wore his usual dark leather and flowing black cloak. His greying hair was scraped back from his face and a jaw of stubble sat squarely clamped. He was a puppet, nothing more.

      The Crow smiled at Alijah. “Your senses are still sharp, I see. Asher serves many purposes, just as he has done his entire life. His skill with a blade and resistance to death aside, there are those who would hesitate to kill him. Such are the restraints of living by one’s emotions.”

      Alijah looked over the old ranger with disappointment. “He’s just a weapon then, another meat puppet for The Black Hand…”

      The Crow twisted his mouth. “You’re very good,” he mused. “Even now, after all that’s been done to you, there’s still enough strength in you to try and tease answers out of me.”

      Alijah said nothing, his line of questioning exposed. His way with words was the greatest weapon in his arsenal, surpassing his talents with a bow even, but The Crow saw through everything.

      “Asher has his role to play,” The Crow replied cryptically. “He has the answer inside his mind…”

      Alijah’s brow furrowed into a question. “The answer to what?”

      The Crow smiled. “The question is of no interest to you,” he said, adding further mystery to his statement.

      The rogue cast his eyes over the old ranger once more, his curiosity rising, as it ever did.

      “Now,” The Crow announced. “You have received your first lesson and it is an important one. It will be your foundation. You must remember it, believe it. When next I return, I want you to repeat it back to me.”

      Alijah remained defiantly silent, offering the wizard no promises.

      The Crow tilted his head. “Nothing sticks in the mind like pain.” He stroked one of the scars that ran over his scalp. “We cling to it, do we not?” The wizard faced one of his Reavers. “Make him suffer until he passes out. Then wake him up and do it again.”

      As Alijah flicked his head from The Crow to the Reaver, his chin returned to its quivering state. “No! No! Please, no!” He struggled against his chains. “Just leave me alone!”

      “Tomorrow,” The Crow promised, “you will be stronger than you are today. And you will never forget the lesson…”
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      The Crow shut the creaky door behind him, though it did nothing to mute Alijah’s cries of pain. Subjecting the rogue to such drastic circumstances brought back the worst of memories for Sarkas. He remembered all too well the feeling of helplessness, being pinned by a power you couldn’t overcome and then torn inside out.

      It all served a greater purpose he reminded himself. Where his beatings and torture had been for the simple pleasure of his old master, Alijah’s torment would turn him into something he could never be without it.

      He put his hand to the wall and thought of all that he had done to get this far, the sacrifices he had made, the brothers he had lost. The Bastion was his forge, Alijah the raw material. He held onto that, using it to bolster his resolve. All he wanted was peace for the realm, but there would be blood first, so much blood.

      As the screams continued, Sarkas pulled at his collar of dark feathers and made his way into the heart of The Bastion. The present was always hurtling into the future and Alijah was but one of many things he must attend to.

      He passed through the draughty main hall and continued to his private study, the ancient laboratory of King Atilan himself. Like most of the chambers in The Bastion, it was overly large and furnished with equally large furniture. Atilan’s desk was more akin to a banquet table and his book shelves belonged in libraries.

      It suited Sarkas’s needs. As ever the student of magic, he pored over the books he had taken from The Citadel a millennium ago. Scribed in the ancient glyphs of The First Kingdom, these books had travelled from the temple of the first casters, in Erador, to the library of The Echoes in Ak-tor, the once capital of the world. With these as his guide, there was nothing even capable of standing in his way.

      Spread across what was now his desk, were scrolls and tattered maps taken from various sources, some of which predated any settlement in Illian. He had cross-referenced multiple myths and legends, all written before he was born, to find the exact spot he had been looking for.

      Two years ago, he had found it…

      Sarkas focused on the map detailing the island nation of Dragorn. The city was densely populated with the worst that humanity had to offer. Thankfully, the island itself had something much more to offer, something ancient the inhabitants were oblivious to, despite it being just beneath their feet.

      Hanging on a small stand, beside his plans, was a silver necklace, a simple chain of no great detail. The red gem that weighed it down, however, was far from simple. The Viridian Ruby had belonged to Hadavad for five centuries and allowed the mage to transfer his essence from body to body.

      The sound of a staff rhythmically stamping the floor beyond his study stole his attention. There was only one who walked these halls with a staff in favour of a wand.

      Before the first servant could knock, Sarkas called, “Enter, Morvir.”

      The Crow’s right-hand mage stepped into the study, preceded, as always, by his long and crooked nose. Like all the mages in The Black Hand, Morvir believed all their efforts were in the service of Kaliban, the one true god. This belief only made Sarkas pity him more. Still, valid beliefs or not, his service to a fictional god would enhance the world.

      “My Lord Crow.” Morvir bowed his head before coming any closer. “Tobun has made contact from Velia. He has had an… interaction with King Karakulak that he wishes to share with you.”

      “Does he now?” Sarkas replied absently, his eyes still shifting over the maps and scrolls.

      Morvir stood awkwardly in front of his master’s desk. “He sounded—”

      Sarkas waved his hand, silencing him immediately. “What news from Dragorn?”

      The first servant hesitated, looking from the maps to his master. “They are still digging, Lord Crow. They have unearthed much more, but the island has proved to be somewhat stubborn in revealing all of its secrets.”

      “We have been excavating that site for two years, Morvir.” Sarkas had an edge to his tone, conveying just enough of a threat to keep his servant on his toes. “I have failed to oversee it personally because discovering Asher’s bones was more important. Do I have to oversee everything personally?”

      Morvir swallowed hard. “No, Lord Crow!” he stammered. “I will ensure better progress is made. You have my word!”

      Sarkas locked eyes with the man. “I’ll take from you more than your word if you fail me, Morvir. Kaliban only rewards the strong. All else is cut down, discarded, forgotten…”

      The first servant licked his lips and averted his gaze. “It will be done, Lord Crow.”

      Sarkas paused for a moment, keeping Morvir rooted to the spot. “How fare our prisoners?”

      Thankful for an easier question, Morvir confidently replied, “They are well fed and warm, Lord Crow.”

      “And they match the descriptions I asked for?” Sarkas added.

      Morvir nodded enthusiastically. “Yes. Hair and eye colour have been matched as well as complexion.”

      “Excellent,” Sarkas proclaimed. “And the room?”

      “It’s almost completed, Lord Crow. Replicating the glyphs so perfectly is taking time.”

      Sarkas flashed his cold eyes at the first servant. “Magic can be punishing when one fails to reach for perfection. See it completed to my designs. Now, leave the diviner and return to your duties.”

      The first servant happily placed the dark orb on the desk and bowed before scurrying from the chamber. Sarkas made Tobun wait another moment before he picked up the orb and allowed his consciousness to be pulled in.

      Tobun’s smoky form blew about in the ethereal winds, his detailed features impossible to discern. His beliefs were just as ridiculous as Morvir’s, but he was a competent enough mage.

      “Speak,” Sarkas commanded.

      “My Lord Crow,” Tobun began. “Velia has fallen to the orcs, just as you said it would. It seems, however, that in his growing victory, King Karakulak believes he no longer requires our aid…”

      Tobun waffled on along the same lines, but Sarkas found himself scrutinising the magical tether between the diviners. He could feel the presence of a third, an observer content only to listen.

      “Silence,” he ordered Tobun. “There are only a handful of diviners connected to this one,” he said into the ether, addressing the spy. “Were you of our order you would know better than to eavesdrop. Reveal yourself… king of orcs.”

      A third ghostly form took shape between the two men as Karakulak’s muscular body emerged from the shadows. Tobun failed to hide his surprise and Sarkas dismissed him with a wave of the hand.

      “An orc using magic…” Sarkas raised a hairless eyebrow at the king. “A crime punishable by death, I believe.”

      Karakulak turned his head left and right, searching the eternal abyss that lay beyond them. The orc was clearly uncomfortable.

      “We are alone,” Sarkas reassured.

      “All but the north is under my control,” the king finally said. “Velia and Grey Stone fell before the sky fire died.”

      Sarkas couldn’t help but express his smugness. “Did I not say it would? Has the world not fallen to you just as I said it would?”

      “I see now the power in your words,” Karakulak replied unexpectedly, “though I will never bow to your Kaliban.”

      That alone makes you smarter than every mage under my command, Sarkas thought.

      “You are right to praise Gordomo,” The Crow said instead. It was impossible to detect any subtle change on the orc’s face, but his body language suggested he didn’t agree with that statement.

      “You said I would be king of Neverdark, of the world,” Karakulak continued. “It is not enough! I wish to see the orc risen above all others, including their current state of mind…”

      Sarkas guarded his expression. “You wish to change the very foundation of what it means to be an orc?”

      “Yes!” Karakulak professed. “We are capable of so much more than the strength in our arms. As king, however, I can decree nothing on such a scale.”

      Sarkas had foreseen the king’s wishes years ago and knew exactly how to manipulate him. “You wish to become a god in the eyes of your kin,” he stated.

      “Every generation before me has worshipped Gordomo,” Karakulak explained. “But he has kept us chained to the dark. For the first time in five thousand years, Neverdark is within our grasp. I am not such a fool as to believe that I can maintain order once the races of the surface kneel in our shadow. The land will fracture and the chieftains will rise up, emboldened by their new-found territories and power.”

      Sarkas paused, his every movement and word carefully calculated. “Be careful what you wish for, good king. The last who tried to take control of Illian also fancied himself a god. It did not end well for him…”

      “I care little for the failures before me!” Karakulak snapped, still a slave to his own orcish instincts. “I am the first orc intelligent enough to see the bigger picture and, right now, the chieftains do not see The Black Hand in our future. They want me to kill you, as proof that I am not enthralled by your magic.”

      “Then you need to convince them otherwise,” Sarkas replied. “I told you; you cannot win this war without us. Your assault upon Namdhor will be like no other—”

      “Namdhor will fall,” the orc barked in his feral voice, “but I cannot convince the tribes that The Black Hand has more to offer.”

      Sarkas twisted his mouth, their dialogue moving in just the right way. “You mean you cannot convince them as king?”

      Karakulak lowered his voice. “There is a story, from The Great War, between my people and the alliance of dwarves and elves. Every orc knows of it. It tells of a ritual in which the king was blessed by the very touch of Gordomo. For a time, he was stronger, faster, and wiser than all. It is said that the king slaughtered ten dragons with his bare hands!”

      Sarkas couldn’t hide his scepticism. “Your people do have a flair for embellishment, but I see where you’re going. There isn’t enough magic in the world, however, to give you the strength to kill even one dragon with your bare hands, let alone ten.”

      “I don’t have to be stronger than a dragon, only stronger than my own kin. Your magic can do this, yes? You could make the ritual appear real to the eye.”

      Sarkas held his tongue for a moment, pretending to consider the king’s proposal. “There are spells capable of what you ask for, but I warn you, they do not come without a price.”

      “If I can convince my people that I am Gordomo Himself, the price will be worth it!”

      Sarkas feigned surprise. “You desire to imitate the god? I thought you only wished to be blessed?”

      “A blessing will not suffice,” Karakulak replied, relishing in the use of words he couldn’t use around other orcs. “I must be a god, nothing less. Can you do this, Crow?”

      “It can be done, but you must continue to heed my counsel. We can only change this world if we work together.”

      “Then make me a god soon, Wizard. My army in Velia is preparing to march north as we speak. Once our new war machines are complete, we will not stop until we reach Namdhor.”

      “If you prepare for the ritual I can give Tobun the necessary details to enact the correct spells—”

      “No,” Karakulak interrupted. “I want you to do it, not one of your minions.”

      “That’s quite impossible,” Sarkas said firmly. “I am detained elsewhere, miles from Velia.” Seeing the king’s frustration rising, The Crow continued, “But if you were to travel north, up the coast, The Selk Road would bring you past the eastern edge of The Vrost Mountains. If you could delay your march there, I could personally see to your… ascension.”

      “That will be days from now,” Karakulak argued.

      “Your journey will take you through Palios and Darkwell,” Sarkas soothed, speaking of the towns, “both of which will satiate your people’s need for violence.”

      Karakulak bared his fangs as he thought it over. “Very well. By the edge of the mountains.”

      Sarkas made to withdraw from the conversation before adding, “Oh, and one more thing. I would say consider it my price for your elevation, but my needs will serve you just as well as they do me. It has come to my attention that the kings of Grey Stone and Lirian have survived our recent attacks.”

      Karakulak tilted his horned head. “How do you know this?”

      “I have spies in their caravan,” Sarkas answered casually. “They travel north, up the western road to Namdhor. It does you no good to have others roaming the land calling themselves kings. Kill them both,” Sarkas commanded. “Their deaths will open a vacuum that will consume our enemy and their alliance. That’s the kind of chaos you want when you invade the north.”

      “Something tells me you have spies everywhere,” Karakulak speculated.

      Sarkas offered a sly grin. “In places you wouldn’t believe.”

      Pulling his mind from the shadow realm, Sarkas inhaled a deep breath and sat back in his chair. Orcs might be more unpredictable than man, but they were just as easily manipulated. Karakulak believed he could see the bigger picture. Sarkas scoffed to himself. He had chosen the orc to be king because of such arrogant notions.

      His fingers slipped through the folds in his tunic and ran over the scar that covered his heart. He remembered all too well the feeling of that blade plunging through his skin and into his beating chest. Sarkas had sacrificed more than anyone for the sake of the realm and its people. Then he thought of Karakulak and took some comfort in the knowledge that others would share his burden…
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            A Stroll on the Beach

          

        

      

    

    
      After three days of crawling through dirt and clinging to life through small streams, Gideon Thorn found enough strength in his leg to finally stand. Only his bond with Ilargo could offer him such strength, healing his wounded limb even from afar. Together, they had endured the pain and broken bones, relying on the will of the other to see them reunited.

      His progress had been ever slowed by the patrolling orcs. The filthy beasts had laid claim to Velia and had spent the last few days securing the surrounding land. More than once, Gideon had been forced to hide in the tall grass and lie still for hours. He could think of nothing more than the warmth of Ilargo’s scales.

      Now back on his feet, the Master Dragorn limped onto the beach of The Shining Coast. The sun should have risen before him by now, bringing light to the waves of The Adean, but dark clouds of ash loomed overhead. He would find no reprieve from the freezing air, leaving his breath to spill out before him.

      The world has become a dark and cold place, Ilargo…

      The dragon’s voice replied from somewhere deep in his mind, I will bring light back to Illian, even if I have to set every orc on fire to do it.

      Gideon managed half a smile. Had he not been able to hear Ilargo’s voice over the last three days, he was sure madness would have set in by now. As frightening as the world had become, the Master Dragorn couldn’t say he was fearful, his resolve always bolstered by Ilargo’s confidence. Only a dragon, a predator at the top of its food chain, could muster such thoughts in a dark time.

      Looking north, up the beach, Gideon scoured the dunes and long grass for any sign of his companion. Then a jolt of pain ran up his injured leg and he could do nothing but rest on the sand for a moment and wait for it to subside. In his mind, he felt Ilargo share that momentary pain.

      I’m coming to get you, the dragon stated.

      No, Gideon replied firmly. I told you, the orcs have taken precautions. There are ballistas everywhere, loaded with spear nets.

      I do not fear a few spears, Ilargo declared. I will tear through their nets and burn their machines of war!

      That is not all they have, Gideon reminded his companion. Remember what I saw yesterday; the red powder. Some of their spears are tipped with rounded pouches of the stuff. I’m sure by the way they were handling it that such powder is to be feared.

      Ilargo’s response bloomed a sullen impression across their bond. You believe they used this powder during their invasions.

      Gideon took a cold breath, happy that the pain was starting to fade. How else could they blow through to the surface? I have no idea what it is, but if it can crack the earth open it can kill a dragon. Stay where you are, Ilargo; I’m coming.

      You’re close now, the dragon assured.

      Were Gideon to believe in gods, he would surely thank them for such a fact. As it was, he knew full well that such deities were the fiction born of real legends, lost to the inaccuracy of recorded history. Instead, the Master Dragorn relied on the only thing that was real; his bond with Ilargo. With the strength that resided between them, Gideon found his feet again, his determination renewed.

      I tell you, Ilargo, there’s nothing worse for a man’s resolve than being damp from head to toe day and night.

      Who would have thought, Ilargo replied, bemused, that Gideon Thorn could be brought so low by wet clothes?

      Gideon almost managed a chuckle as he continued down the beach. After his defeat at Velia, the Master Dragorn had been brought down by dark thoughts of failure, his mind dwelling on all those who would suffer and die because he couldn’t beat Asher. He agonised over the deaths of his fellow Dragorn and their dragons. Those few who had followed him into battle had fallen to the ferocious might of Malliath the voiceless. How many more would die while he limped across the land?

      These thoughts had threatened to bury Gideon’s mind under a mountain of guilt and fear. Only Ilargo kept his head above the water. Focus on one problem at a time, the dragon had said. Their first problem was the distance between them. Gideon had deliberately let go of the rampart, avoiding certain death by Asher’s blade, but he had commanded Ilargo to flee the battle before their inevitable shared injury saw the dragon fall to Malliath.

      Just reach Ilargo, he continued to tell himself.

      It was hard to say what time had passed as he journeyed farther north. He couldn’t wait to see those green scales again, those crystal blue eyes.

      The air whistled, the only warning, before an arrow sank into the sand in front of him. Gideon turned to face the archer and braced himself, ready to dive and evade any more projectiles that came his way. Discovering the line of orcs standing on the rise, however, was a sobering sight. Partially concealed by the grass that grew beyond the mounded sand, the pale beasts were content to remain still and observe their prey.

      How long had they been there? The archer could easily have ended Gideon’s life with that first arrow.

      They do not desire a quick kill, Ilargo warned. Stay alive, Gideon! I’m coming!

      I can handle this, the Master Dragorn replied, despite his doubts being known to Ilargo.

      The horned creatures skidded down the dune and offered Gideon the smiles seen most often on bullies who believed they had the upper hand. Were dragons capable of physically smiling, it would be the expression Ilargo had on every hunt.

      The orcs began to spread out and Gideon took the measure of them all with a mere glance. Their obsidian armour appeared thick and heavy, though it would provide little resistance for his Vi’tari blade. Their bare arms and legs were tight with muscle, providing them with the power needed to move swiftly in such cumbersome armour. Swords, spears, and axes were their weapons of choice, each a jagged piece of steel or obsidian designed to tear through flesh and armour like the teeth of a monster.

      They spoke to each other in their guttural language, no doubt coordinating their attack. Gideon gave them the time they required, all too aware that the longer they talked the closer Ilargo drew. Still, there was no sound of his wings or thundering feet. Stealing a glance up the beach, there was no visible sign of him either…

      Gideon unsheathed Mournblade, relishing the satisfying sound of the unleashed steel. The orcs took a step back, but seeing their prey injured as he was, they weren’t to be dissuaded. Good, he thought. The survivor in him told Gideon that avoiding conflict would be the best course of action, but the man who had been forced to flee Velia wanted blood. The dragon in him wanted out and he was all too happy to let the orcs taste the bite of his scimitar.

      The orc who had fired the arrow swapped his bow in favour of the axe on his hip. Its edges were still crusty with dried blood from its victims. Gideon gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on Mournblade.

      “I’m going to cut your ugly head off,” he growled. His threat was unbecoming of a Master Dragorn, but right now he didn’t care what titles were given to him or what expectations weighed on his shoulders. He was going to slaughter every one of these beasts.

      The orc roared and charged with its axe held high. The others, clearly under its command, remained rooted to the sand while their leader drew first blood. Blood was certainly drawn - in fact, three of the surrounding orcs were sprayed by the red liquid. Their stunned faces watched the leader’s head roll across the beach as its body crumpled to the sand.

      Gideon flicked Mournblade down and the creature’s blood ran off the enchanted steel until there wasn’t a drop marring its perfection.

      Gideon… Ilargo warned, feeling the pain in their injured leg.

      I’m fine, he lied.

      Putting that statement to the test, the first three of the stunned orcs to recover from their leader’s untimely death came at him. Batting the jabbing spear away was easy enough, but evading the swiping sword required a level of dexterity he simply wasn’t capable of right now. Mournblade was unaware of this. The enchanted blade, assuming control of Gideon’s body, sought to drop the Master Dragorn into a deft roll that would see him spring up and sever the beast’s spine from behind.

      Instead, Gideon hit the ground hard when his leg gave way. He was then forced to roll to the side again and again as the spear-wielder thrust its pointed tip down at him. Every roll was agony to his leg, but the spear continued to jab at the sand.

      Ending his evasion, Gideon snapped back with Mournblade and brought the blade across the haft of the spear, splitting the weapon in half. He kicked out with his good leg, bringing the orc down to one knee, the perfect height for his Vi’tari blade to slice its throat.

      You need to get away from them, Gideon!

      The Master Dragorn ignored his companion and staggered to his feet. A quick wave of his scimitar kept the nearest orcs on the back foot, allowing Gideon a few extra seconds to assess his foes. There were nine of them left, yet to even kill two of them had taken so much out of his fatigued body already.

      Two of the bravest came for his life next, their swords swinging at him from different directions. Mournblade dashed left and right in his grip, parrying each of their attacks with the ancient song of battle. The bulkier of the pair rushed in and shoulder-barged Gideon to the ground. Had his legs been in fine condition, the Master Dragorn would have turned his momentum into a backwards roll. As it was, he once again found himself hitting the ground, hard.

      The orcs paused their attack, taking a moment to savour their inevitable victory and share a cheer.

      Using Mournblade as a crutch, Gideon forced himself to stand again, only this time he was closer to the ocean. Its dark waves lapped hypnotically behind him as the orcs stalked towards him like predators cornering their prey.

      Again, one of the sword-wielders attacked and the Vi’tari blade rose to meet its quarry. Gideon’s wrist rolled and twisted with the scimitar, knocking the orc’s sword this way and that until a swift strike cut down through its obsidian armour, opening the beast up from shoulder to groin.

      Seeing their comrade lying dead with its armour so easily ruined, the remaining orcs shared a look and one of them uttered a sharp command in their hideous language. Now, they advanced as one, intending to bring their prey down from eight different directions at the same time.

      With no injury and Mournblade in hand, Gideon was confident he could engage eighty orcs and walk away the victor, but today he knew he couldn’t even challenge eight orcs and limp away.

      Then he felt it…

      Like coming up for air in the moments before the water could claim you, Gideon felt the presence of his eternal companion. The black surface of The Adean exploded behind the Master Dragorn as Ilargo’s enormous bulk broke the water and leaped onto the beach. Gideon was tempted to turn around and see his old friend, but watching the orcs’ faces turn to horror was the best thing he had seen for days.

      Exhausted, Gideon slumped to the sand beside Ilargo’s front leg. “I would normally say something witty about now but, today, I’m going to let him do all the talking…”

      It was impossible to say whether his words were lost on the orcs, but Ilargo certainly understood. The dragon inhaled a deadly breath and lowered his head to meet the pale beasts. Then he brought light back into the world.

      Brilliant flames illuminated the beach, turning the sand to glass and the orcs to smouldering corpses. So powerful was Ilargo’s breath that most of the creatures were blown backwards, across the beach and into the tall grass. Small fires dotted the field beyond, but not a single orc remained alive, flames licking their charred bodies.

      Throughout it all, Gideon enjoyed the heat. He reached out and placed a hand on one of Ilargo’s thick claws, recalling for a moment a time when the dragon was much smaller. Looking up from the claw, the leg itself was wounded, just as his was, though Ilargo was missing a few scales as well as enduring torn flesh and bruised bones.

      Taking a long breath, the Master Dragorn met the startling eyes of his companion, who had adjusted his incredible size to gaze down at him. “You took your time,” Gideon jested.

      Ilargo snorted. I was about to say the same thing, old man.

      The dragon lowered his head and Gideon placed his forehead against Ilargo’s bottom jaw. Nothing in the world felt as good as being with his bonded companion. To think of a time before their bond was to remember an empty life devoid of light and warmth.

      It is good to see you with my eyes again.

      There had been trying times over the last three days when Gideon had been tempted to enter the sanctuary, a place that only existed for him and Ilargo. It was an Eden outside of time where the minds of Dragorn and dragons could meet in a world that appeared as real as this one. It would, however, have dulled his senses, leaving his physical body vulnerable in a land where orcs now ruled.

      Next time, we will not separate.

      Gideon nodded in agreement. The next time they faced Asher and Malliath, and there would be a next time, they would face them together in the sky or on land.

      Rising to his feet, Gideon walked a little farther up the beach to get away from the stench of burning orcs. Walking in the shallows beside him, Ilargo kept his wings flat to his body and his tail low. There was no telling how many more orcs there were roaming the countryside, just beyond the rise of the sand dunes.

      Looking back, the flames ran in a strip across the beach, but beyond it Gideon could still see the dark form of Velia. The city was a ruin. What had become of its people? Were there any survivors? Had the orcs already moved on? Just thinking of their wretched kind lording over the capital of Alborn made his blood boil.

      What are you thinking? Ilargo asked, favouring Gideon’s articulation over feeling alone.

      The Master Dragorn gave Velia a hard look. “I’m thinking we take back our realm,” he said aloud. Looking up at Ilargo, he asked, “Can you sense any other dragons?”

      Ilargo turned his head to the ocean. No. The Lifeless Isles are too far away.

      “If we were in Velia, could you communicate with the isles?”

      Ilargo considered the question. Yes, just about.

      “Good,” Gideon replied determinedly.

      What are we doing, Gideon?

      The Master Dragorn inspected Mournblade before returning his vision to that of the distant city. “We were driven from Velia while our brothers and sisters were butchered. We failed to protect them, we failed all of them. I’ll be damned if we’re leaving what remains of its people to suffer under the orcs.”

      He thought of Alijah and even more guilt set in. Not only had he taken his friends’ son into a battle, he had left him there.

      If he is alive, Ilargo said, we will find him, Gideon. He is one of us now.

      Gideon recalled his last conversation with the young Galfrey. Being a Dragorn was not something he seemed particularly interested in. Being bonded to Malliath, however, was not something they could afford to ignore. There was a chance Alijah’s bond could undo the spell cast between the black dragon and Asher, ridding the orcs and The Black Hand of their greatest weapon. Being bonded to the oldest and angriest dragon in existence was a complication Gideon had yet to fully work out.

      “He’s alive,” Gideon said flatly.

      How can you be so sure?

      “His bond to Malliath, however tenuous, will see him survive most things. Besides, he’s a Galfrey; they have a knack for surviving.” Gideon sighed before climbing onto Ilargo’s back - a familiar and comfortable place. “When we reach Velia, rally every dragon you can. The Dragorn are going to war…”
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      Doran’s eyes fluttered open and the world came back to him in pieces. His head was heavy and his bottom lip felt thick and swollen. The dwarf groaned as he sat up, cracking his neck to the left. Everything hurt, especially what felt like a broken nose.

      “I forgot how hard me kin can hit…” he complained.

      “Doran!” Reyna rushed to his side and steadied him with gentle yet firm hands.

      The son of Dorain took comfort in her beautiful features, noting that the elf had come to no harm. He inspected their surroundings and laid eyes on Nathaniel and Petur, both of whom had been placed in an adjoining cell. They were separated by thick damp bars that neither muscle nor steel could break. Besides the wall of bars, the ceiling and surrounding interior was the rock of Karak-Nor.

      “How’s the head?” Nathaniel asked, his face poking between the bars.

      “Like it’s been used as a hammer,” Doran replied honestly. “How fare the three o’ ye?” he asked, touching his nose tentatively.

      “We have seen no one since they threw us in here,” Reyna answered. “Thanks to you, we were spared the same treatment.”

      Reyna’s sincerity made Doran blush and he pushed himself up from his hard cot. Sick of his crooked nose and happy to mask his pink cheeks, the dwarf pinched the bridge of his nose and straightened it with a crack. He blinked the pain away and shook his head, something he quickly came to regret.

      “Easy,” Reyna insisted, reaching out to prevent him from falling over. “Even after you passed out they continued to beat you.”

      “Bah! I didn’ pass out. I just decided to take a nap…” Doran shrugged his dizziness off and ignored his companions’ disbelieving looks.

      “Doran, where are we?” Nathaniel asked, gesturing to the dismal view.

      The dwarven ranger walked to the bars that lined the front of their neighbouring cells. Beyond their prison, the rocky walls of Karak-Nor rose up around them and sank far below them. The sound of mining echoed from every crevice and the shout of hardy dwarves accompanied it all. Multiple pulley systems were visible in the distance, all shifting the contents of a dig site. Ancient steps were carved out of the rock, zig-zagging up and down the mountain’s interior.

      “This is Karak-Nor. The enemies o’ clan Heavybelly would call it hell,” Doran clarified. “Why ’ave a mine or a prison when ye can combine the two?” he added sarcastically.

      Reyna joined him by the gate to their cell. “The dwarves working here are prisoners?”

      “Slaves would be a better word, me Lady. There are dwarves ’ere from most o’ the clans, but none o’ ’em will see outside o’ Karak-Nor again. They’ll go straight from ’ere to Grarfath’s Hall…”

      “That is to be our fate?” Petur Devron trembled. The younger man didn’t look to have much experience of the world about him.

      “No,” Doran assured. “Ye won’t go to Grarfath’s Hall. Dwarves only, I’m afraid.”

      “Doran…” Reyna warned quietly.

      The dwarf glanced at the terrified man and shrugged. “Words are the least o’ his problems. With Namdhor’s army marchin’ through The Iron Valley we’re all to be considered spies for Queen Yelifer, especially ye giants.”

      “Will we be interrogated?” Nathaniel asked.

      “Expect to be,” Doran lamented. “Ye might ’ave come lookin’ to build bridges an’ end this conflict peacefully but, to me clan, ye’re on Yelifer’s side an’ that’s the end o’ it.”

      Petur’s little voice cracked. “We’re going to die in here…”

      Doran was about to agree with his assessment when Reyna nudged his arm. It might not be something they needed to hear from him, but it was the truth all the same. The only question that remained for Doran was; how would they die? Petur Devron, accustomed to a comfy life in The All-Tower, would likely die during the interrogation. Nathaniel’s training as a Graycoat would see him survive a bit longer, but he was still human at the end of the day. Reyna’s elven heritage would only serve her in enduring the torture for longer. He couldn’t decide whether being an elf would have her treated worse or the same as the men.

      As for him, the traitor and coward of clan Heavybelly… He would be put to work in these very mines until he was so old his back broke from the labour. Then he would simply be flung from one of the platforms and sent into the abyss. There would be no welcome for him in Grarfath’s Hall, only shame.

      Nathaniel wrapped his hands around the bars of his gate and examined them from top to bottom. “There must be some way of getting out. The cells appear simple by design.”

      “Simple, aye, but there’s no way ye can reach the other side.” Doran turned to Reyna. “Even yer magic won’t work on these bars.”

      The elven ambassador relinquished an uncharacteristic sigh. “We cannot stay here.”

      Doran frowned at the rather obvious statement. “The idea o’ dyin’ ’ere is puttin’ ye off, eh?”

      “Were it only death I feared,” Reyna voiced, her gaze distant. “Our errand still stands. We were to stop Namdhor going to war with Dhenaheim.”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “You heard Yelifer as well as I. She will march every northerner through The Iron Valley for that workshop.”

      Doran snorted. “That bloody mine, workshop, whatever it is! There’s probably nothin’ but bones an’ rusty tools inside…”

      Reyna’s finger tapped incessantly against the bar of their cell. “It still makes no sense,” she mused. “Your father won’t give it up on the principal that it once belonged to your clan, but Queen Yelifer has no such claim, nor should she have had the interest in the first place. They didn’t simply wander across those doors.”

      “How could they,” Nathaniel agreed. “They are about as deep as you can go into Vengora.”

      “Exactly!” The elf turned to face her husband. “It’s as if they dug into the mountains and knew exactly where they were going.”

      “It doesn’ matter now,” Doran pointed out. “The troubles o’ Namdhor are beyond our aid, me Lady.”

      “No,” Reyna decided. “It might be the only thing that matters. If we can prove that the workshop has nothing of value inside, perhaps Queen Yelifer will give up her claim and withdraw her army.”

      Nathaniel didn’t look hopeful. “Reyna, you walked through that tunnel into Vengora. The Namdhorians have been digging their way through to the dwarven kingdom for years. Yelifer won’t give up her claim so easily. Besides, I’m not sure she would believe us anyway.”

      “Aye, we weren’ exactly the most welcomed people in all o’ Namdhor.” With his black and gold armour stripped from him, Doran slipped his hand into his shirt and rubbed his chest muscles, which felt very bruised. He then wondered how long it had been since he removed the armour and bathed…

      Petur cleared his throat. “I hate to add another dilemma to your reasoning, Ambassador Reyna, but even if we were free of these cells, we still don’t know how to open the workshop doors.”

      Reyna let her head rest between the bars as despair began to creep into her bones. Doran could see her reasoning and he was sure that, if anyone, the elf could convince the old war-witch of Namdhor to withdraw. There were, however, too many obstacles between them and that workshop. Chiefly, his clan.
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      After untold hours of wallowing in the cells of Karak-Nor, Doran’s sensitive dwarven touch detected a vibration in the rock. He knew instantly that the one who approached was wearing heavy armour, but he also knew they weren’t alone.

      “Psst.” The son of Dorain woke his companions and nodded to the gate of his cell.

      The mine, as ever, was still a cacophony of pick-axes on rock and general shouting. Their visitors came from the right, passing by Nathaniel and Petur’s cell as they came before Doran and Reyna. Both were cloaked and hooded, their identities concealed, as they walked along the narrow path.

      “What are ye abou’?” Doran demanded in Illian’s common tongue.

      As one, the two dwarves lowered their hoods, revealing Dakmund and Doran’s mother, Queen Drelda. Doran discovered his tongue had gone numb in his mouth.

      To human eyes, the queen of clan Heavybelly would have been described as fierce by her appearance. She was stout with broad shoulders and a face that looked to have been carved from the mountain itself. She would never be complimented as Reyna was, but she was beautiful none the less.

      She was also the first and only person to tell Doran he was loved…

      “Mother.” The first-born son of Dorain bowed his head and hesitated to look her in the eyes again.

      Queen Drelda stepped closer to the bars. “I thought I would never see you again,” she said in dwarvish, her tone as soft as it could be. “I dreamed that you had found a better life, away from all the death. But you left your brother,” she added, glancing at Dakmund behind her. “Now, I will soon lose him to your father and his throne. I do not blame you for leaving, nor leaving without a word. But you should not have left Dakmund to this fate.”

      Dakmund puffed out his chest. “Mother…”

      Queen Drelda wouldn’t hear it. “Neither of you should have to endure that wretched crown. And killing your own kin to prove that you are worthy is beyond ridiculous!”

      “I’m sorry, Mother,” Doran choked. “If I had stayed, perhaps I could have changed things. Used the crown to make things better.”

      Drelda sighed and shook her head of greying blonde hair. “Unless your name is King Uthrad, son of Koddun, and you reside in Silvyr Hall, there is no crown that can make a difference.”

      Doran couldn’t even fathom a crown such as that. To sit as the king of the Battleborns was to sit at the top of Dhenaheim. Perhaps it was naive to believe he could have made any real difference. Especially when he was surrounded by his kin, all of whom enjoyed their violent hierarchy.

      “What is to become of us?” Doran asked, fearing for his friends.

      “Nothing good,” the queen replied ominously. “I have convinced your father to stay your execution, but your companions have arrived at a bad time. With every mile that Namdhor’s army advances into Dhenaheim, your father’s paranoia, and that of the other kings, increases tenfold. They believe we are on the brink of war with Illian and you are spies.”

      “Bah! Two of them are ambassadors and the other is a witless shit who knows nothing about dwarves. And I didn’t even want to come here!”

      “Be that as it may,” Drelda continued, “that ancient mine has set events in motion that cannot be undone. Your friends will be executed.”

      Doran groaned and his shoulders sagged. “That bloody mine…” he grumbled in the common tongue.

      Reyna stepped forward. “What about the mine?”

      Queen Drelda wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Tell the elf to stand back. She smells of damp wood and old mushrooms…”

      Doran held his hand up to Reyna. “Give us a moment, me Lady,” he said, skewing his mother’s translation.

      “You have come to say goodbye then, is that what this is?” he asked, eyeing both his mother and brother.

      The queen turned her head to look down both sides of the path, checking their privacy. “I will not let my first-born rot in Karak-Nor. Your father’s will be damned and that of all the clans. I have secured you a way out of here.”

      “I won’t go without them,” Doran insisted.

      “I thought you wouldn’t,” his mother grumbled. “I have secured their passage too but, be warned, their escape will be treated as an act of aggression. You will be hunted relentlessly.”

      “We all go, or we all stay.” They were bold words, but he would die by them if he had to.

      “You have changed…” The queen eyed her son with some affection. “Your opportunity will come when you are all removed for questioning. I cannot free you, you must achieve that yourself. Once you are free, dwarves loyal to me will escort you to the surface.”

      “What of yourselves?” Doran asked, worried that they would suffer his father’s wrath in his place.

      “Be assured,” Dakmund spoke for the first time, “it will not trace back to us.”

      The queen moved closer to Doran. “This time, do not be so foolish as to come back. Live free.”

      Doran gripped the thick bars with white knuckles. “I don’t want to leave you. Come with us, both of you.”

      Drelda shook her head. “Our place is here, boy. We are what we are. Your father and I will grow older and die and your brother will assume the throne. But even my sweet Dakmund cannot change what Grarfath and Yamnomora have made.”

      “Fear not, big brother.” Dakmund gave him a wink. “We have managed the last sixty years, we can manage the next.”

      Doran sighed and let his bruised forehead rest between the bars. They were but rocks on the mountainside; none of them could change the shape of the mountain itself.

      “Doran,” Reyna pressed again. “Are you talking about the mine? Tell them it’s imperative that we learn more about it. Getting inside could be—”

      Doran held up his hand again, concerned that his mother might go so far as to spit on the ambassador.

      “What is the elf blabbering about?” the queen asked.

      Doran shrugged. “She wants to discover what that ancient workshop’s about. She believes the contents, or lack thereof, might dissuade Queen Yelifer from advancing her troops.”

      Queen Drelda looked at Dakmund ever so briefly, her concern evident to Doran. “Just get yourselves ready. Remember; you are to escape custody without aid first.” Doran made to speak but his mother grabbed his fingers around the bar and squeezed. “I never want to see you again…” Without waiting for a response, the queen strode away, lifting her hood to hide her royal features.

      Dakmund lingered a moment longer. “I wish things could have been different, brother. I hope that whatever life you return to is a good one.”

      Doran nodded, thinking hard on his life as a ranger. “It is,” he replied confidently.

      Dakmund smiled. “Then we shall never meet again.” Both brothers clasped forearms between the bars, taking in each other’s features for the last time.

      “Farewell, Dak…” Doran stepped back into his cell and watched his younger brother walk away.

      “What was all that about?” Nathaniel asked.

      “Are they going to execute us now?” Petur quavered with tears welling in his eyes.

      Doran craned his neck and looked up at the tiers of Karak-Nor, noting the guards on patrol. “We’re gettin’ out o’ ’ere,” he said quietly before turning to his companions. “Prepare yerselves.”
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      Approaching from the south, Namdhor rose up into the north, the capital city entrenched in a mountainous hill. The great slab of earth rose up from the flat snows and rested over The King’s Lake, its bulk supported by a single column of natural rock.

      From the caravan’s advance, Vighon Draqaro could see the arch under the rising slope, between the column of rock. It was in that gap, where the lake met the shore, that all of Namdhor’s kings and queens had been ceremoniously crowned.

      “Why would they crown them under there?” Galanör asked, having been listening to Vighon’s observations. “I thought coronations took place in a throne room.”

      Happy for the distraction, the northman replied, “It’s supposed to be symbolic. To be crowned under the weight of the city. It’s meant to remind the king or queen that they serve the people and the responsibility sits on their shoulders.”

      Beside them, Russell Maybury turned his sight to The Dragon Keep, at the very top of Namdhor’s slope. “Did anyone inform Queen Yelifer of that?” he asked dryly.

      Vighon couldn’t bring himself to laugh or even smile at the quip. Just seeing the city and the lake behind it made his stomach drop. He clenched his fists around the reins of the horse he had been given, battling with the storm that raged inside of him. He desperately wanted to turn the horse around and ride south until the mount’s legs gave way.

      The motion of the caravan was relentless, however, and he was soon forced to continue with them. The lower town, spread out across the flat ground at the base of the slope, was a gathered mass of people. Whether the people of Namdhor were out to welcome their guests or shun them was yet to be decided.

      Processing through the central road, down the slope, were the knights of the north, recognisable by the golden cloaks flowing out behind them. It was the riders behind them that concerned Vighon. These men appeared without armour or sigil yet they followed the knights closely and unfettered.

      The Ironsworn…

      Focus as he might, the lead rider was too far for his human eyes to identify. It was a man, unmistakably, and dressed in black. There were few who could command from the front without the lion sigil on their breast.

      Sure that Arlon Draqaro was riding towards them, Vighon’s instinct to disappear and blend into the crowd began to take over. Directing his steed, the northman started to drift into the caravan, away from his companions. The instinct to avoid his father was comparable to avoiding a sword swinging at his neck.

      “Vighon?” Galanör called.

      The elf’s questioning tone brought Vighon back into the moment and he faced the ranger as a horse and cart passed between them. Galanör guided his horse to come alongside the northman and the two followed slowly behind the soldiers that surrounded King Jormund and King Weymund.

      “Why the bloody hell am I here?” Vighon asked aloud, answering Galanör’s silent question.

      The elven ranger turned his hooded head. “Whatever demons of your past await you here, we will face them together.”

      Coming from a warrior as accomplished as Galanör, that should have been a comfort, but it wasn’t. Vighon had seen firsthand, having done it himself, what The Ironsworn did to those who stood up to them. In his nightmares, he could still see the blood on his hands.

      “You would fight for me?” Vighon queried, certain that the elf owed him nothing.

      “We have fought shoulder to shoulder,” Galanör replied honestly. “That makes us brothers where I come from.”

      Vighon nodded along, his mind still racing. “It’s the same here,” he said absently before concentrating on the elf. “I still think you’re really annoying, though…” He offered the ranger a coy smile as he dug his heels into the horse.

      Matching his speed, Galanör fired back, “And I still think you’re just a rogue whose only skill is with a sword… and I don’t think you have much skill with a sword.”

      Vighon frowned at the elf and gestured to them both. “You need to work on this; that was just harsh.”

      Galanör smiled apologetically. “Forgive me: my wit is not that of Alijah’s.”

      Vighon missed the brotherly banter they shared but, more than anything, he just missed having his friend around. There wasn’t much that could distract him enough to stop worrying about the half-elf. The only comfort he could take was in the knowledge that Alijah was in the company of Gideon Thorn. He hoped, wherever they were, that the pair had solved the mystery of the spells cast over him and Malliath.

      The sound of hooves beating in the snow drew his attention to the north again. The riders had reached the lower town and were advancing on them, by the edge of the buildings.

      With Russell behind them, towing his cart of goods, the pair weaved between the few that cut them off from the royal party. Vighon decided he could only be of help if he actually knew what was happening or, more specifically, what his father was saying.

      Sighting his vision between the bobbing heads of soldiers and crowned kings, Vighon finally laid eyes on the commanding rider. Arlon Draqaro, the would-be king of Namdhor, rode his horse as a nobleman, donned in a long black coat, fine jewellery, and a furry white cloak with the head of a wolf hanging over his shoulder. His expensive gloves concealed the intricate pattern of tattoos that decorated his hands, but the high collar of his shirt failed to hide the tattoos that ran up his neck.

      It didn’t matter how many expensive clothes he wore or how high he rose in The Dragon Keep; Vighon knew his father would always be a thug under it all.

      Arlon brought his horse and that of his men to a stop. “King Jormund! King Weymund! Welcome to Namdhor! I am Lord Arlon Draqaro, special advisor to Queen Yelifer of house Skalaf.”

      Words passed between the kings and Lord Draqaro, but Vighon missed it all, his heart beating as loudly as it was. He watched his father intently, sure that, any second, he was going to notice his son. Perhaps that recognition had to happen, he thought, just to remind him that the world wouldn’t come to an end.

      As Arlon’s gaze wandered over the faces of the kings and the soldiers, he was turning inevitably towards Vighon. Just as their eyes were to meet, however, the sound of beating wings averted everyone’s attention to the black sky.

      Inara Galfrey, the real reason Vighon had begrudgingly returned home, dropped out of the sky astride Athis the ironheart. With no light to pierce the dark clouds of ash, the dragon was without his impressive shadow. His landing more than made up for it. Athis brought his hind legs down first and reared in the manner of a horse, presenting the crowds with his chest of slate grey and deadly front claws. His wings fanned out beside him before the dragon finally came to all fours, revealing the half-elf on his back.

      Vighon tore his eyes from the spectacular arrival to discover his father’s eyes on him, as black as a shark’s and as eager to devour their prey.

      Athis’s bulk and sudden appearance startled many of the horses, displacing the mounted soldiers between Vighon and Arlon. When next a gap presented itself, the lord of Namdhor was beckoning the kings and Inara to follow him, his son apparently forgotten.

      “The churches of Atilan and Fimira have already offered many of your people shelter,” Arlon announced, turning his horse back to the city. “They have overly large cathedrals that few use anyway…” he added, never religious himself.

      Vighon was more than happy to delay speaking with his father and find a tavern nearby before the refugees filled up every available space in the lower town and the city itself. Inara, however, caught his eye in the distance and gestured for him and Galanör to accompany her. He hesitated until the ranger began to make his way through the crowd.

      “You go ahead,” Russell waved them on. “I’ll find somewhere to keep my things and maybe a couple of beds for us.” With Nelly, his dog, the werewolf pulled his hood low and headed farther into the lower town.

      Vighon would have preferred to have Russell’s strength on his side, but he wouldn’t willingly put the man’s life in danger just to have his support. He fell in beside Galanör and trotted along the muddy road, lined with snow, until they were only a few feet behind the kings and their escorts.

      The Gold Cloaks of Namdhor led the way with Arlon, but The Ironsworn thugs moved aside, allowing them to bring up the rear of their party. Vighon could feel their eyes on him and his back felt vulnerable, even with his shield slung over it. He couldn’t resist looking back over his shoulder. A bald man lined in tattoos blew him a kiss, eliciting a snigger from the others. Beside the bald thug, a younger man he knew to go by the name of Rowley ran his thumb from one side of his throat to the other.

      Glancing at the others, Vighon recognised most of them. Murderers, thieves, rapists… They were the backbone of The Ironsworn and he hated every one of them.

      “Vighon…” Galanör uttered his name with some authority.

      The northman followed the elf’s attention to his own hand, resting on the hilt of his one-handed broadsword. Vighon made a conscious effort to let go of it and focus on the sloping road.

      “Don’t rise to them,” Galanör advised. “Your lack of response will irritate them more than anything else.”

      Vighon gritted his teeth for a moment. “I don’t want to irritate them. I want to kill them.”

      Galanör frowned. “You would kill these men without cause?”

      “I have plenty of cause,” Vighon replied, recalling all too easily the many atrocities he had witnessed these men commit. “They’re no better than orcs to my eyes, maybe worse. At least orcs have the excuse of being monsters.”

      “They are still men,” Galanör argued. “Criminals yes, but they are men all the same. Would you not—”

      Vighon cut him off. “I didn’t tell you about my life here so you could instil me with better morals. I told you so you’d know what you’re dealing with. Make no mistake, Ranger, these men will slit your throat while you sleep for nothing more than the pleasure of it…”

      Behind Arlon’s lead, the group ascended Namdhor’s straight climb, passing the streets dug out of the mighty slope. Enormous churches, as old as human civilisation itself, dominated many of the upper levels. The higher they journeyed the grander the houses became. Only the frequency of taverns remained, proving that no matter what your social standing, people still wanted to drink and have somewhere warm to share stories.

      The alleyways leading off the main road dredged up many a dark memory for Vighon, who had often used such secluded spots to violently shake down the ordinary folk who couldn’t meet The Ironsworn’s taxes. The city had once held so much promise, but it was infected now, diseased by a gang for which there was no cure.

      Vighon thought about the weight of his sword on his hip and knew there was one such cure…

      When at last they reached the very top of Namdhor’s rise, Vighon took a moment to look out on the world laid out before them. He could see why Gal Tion had chosen the spot, a thousand years past, to establish his kingdom. From its peak, the northman could see The White Vale, a plain of snow that stretched to the northern tip of The Evermoore. The King’s Lake couldn’t be seen from the gate to The Dragon Keep, but the surrounding mountains of Vengora couldn’t be missed. It must have been easy for Gal Tion to think he could rule all of Illian when it was bare before one’s eyes.

      The creaky doors of The Dragon Keep opened behind him and Vighon felt as if a giant beast had opened its maw to swallow him whole. He would be well and truly trapped once he walked in there, his father’s domain.

      Galanör leaned in as their horses were taken away. “Besides the army of orcs you stood up to, you have fought against The Black Hand for the last three years, facing powerful mages and even the undead. You can face whatever awaits us in there.”

      Vighon adjusted his cloak of black fur, making sure his sword was within easy reach. “Let’s hope so…” he trailed off, following behind Inara.

      In all his years as an Ironsworn, the northman had only visited The Dragon Keep once, back when his father used to meet with Yelifer on a more discreet basis. It was still ominously tall and dark, its decor calling back to an older time. Vighon could easily imagine Gal Tion and the earliest of his line living in these halls.

      The master of servants met the parade by the entrance to the throne room, welcoming the kings and their families with a deep bow. An Ironsworn thug appeared from the shadows and commanded a pair of Gold Cloaks to back him up. He made straight for Vighon and Galanör with a sneer already on his ugly face.

      “You two,” he commanded. “Weapons, now.”

      Galanör was not amused. “I don’t think so,” he said firmly, his hands resting on the hilts of his fine blades.

      The thug clearly wasn’t used to being told no and he looked physically to remove the elf’s blades himself. Vighon, whose blood had begun to boil the moment The Ironsworn opened his mouth, planted himself between the ranger and the thug. They were so close that he could only see the man’s eyes and nose.

      He had no words for the thug, only a hard look that conveyed his feelings. In that moment, The Ironsworn knew that if he opened his mouth again, Vighon would break something he couldn’t afford to have broken.

      Galanör offered some parting words as the group was ushered into the throne room. “I suggest you keep your tongue in your head and your hands in your pockets… else you might lose them.”

      The thug remained rooted to the spot and the Gold Cloaks appeared more amused than disrespected.

      Vighon felt the ranger’s firm grip on his arm and he relented to the guidance. The doors to the throne room were closed, however, before he was finally able to unclench his fist.

      Seated at the head of the chamber, Queen Yelifer’s fragile frame was almost devoured by the large dragon’s skull that doubled as her throne.

      The master of servants stepped forward, his arms dramatically outstretched. “Queen Yelifer of house Skalaf, the first queen of Namdhor, ruler of Orith, conqueror of all the north, and the bringer of peace!” he declared.

      As the portly man went on to spout the rest of the kings’ formal titles, Arlon Draqaro slunk through the small crowd and appeared by Vighon’s side. He was just as pale as Vighon remembered, his dark hair shaved at the sides and slicked back on top. Under the clothes it was clear he still wore a warrior’s physique, his body chiselled by a hard life of proving what a bastard he was.

      “Has the lamb wandered into the lion’s den?” he enquired in a hushed tone.

      Vighon felt a cold lump form in his stomach and his tongue refused to cooperate. Despite all the things he had thought to say, should they cross paths again, the northman could only stare blankly at his father.

      Inara was not so startled. “I am advising the kings,” she explained, “and Vighon is here to advise me.”

      Arlon’s face spread into mock surprise and admiration. “Advisor to the Dragorn… How the lowly have risen.”

      Vighon let his eye wander up and down Arlon’s fine clothes. “I was thinking just the same thing,” he managed, doing everything he could to hold his nerve.

      More than anything else, Arlon appeared impressed by his son’s response. “Welcome home.” He walked away with a wicked grin on his face.

      Vighon glanced at Inara and subtly shook his head to dispel her concerns. The reunion was over and thankfully with very few words. What was more surprising to the northman was the lack of the blood he had always expected.

      “Yes, yes!” Arlon raised his voice above that of the master of servants. “We all know each other here, I think,” he said, silencing any further introductions.

      With the utmost confidence, Arlon strode across the chamber and took his seat beside Queen Yelifer. Vighon doubted anyone missed the look of contempt the old queen shot Arlon’s way, though she still kept her mouth shut.

      On the other side of the dragon throne, a giant of a man stood proud. Sir Borin the Dread, as he was commonly known, was the ever-present sentinel at the queen’s side. Vighon recalled his father talking of him years ago, back when he had tried to persuade the big man to join their ranks, thus leaving the queen without her most loyal servant. Having a man-mountain among The Ironsworn ranks wouldn’t have hurt either.

      Sir Borin had rejected the proposal. Vighon could still remember the stench that wafted from the dead horse as it arrived outside Arlon’s residence of the time. The smell came from The Ironsworn stuffed inside the mount’s body, where Sir Borin had shoved him after beating him to death…

      Queen Yelifer cleared her throat. “I take it the orcs have proven to be as troublesome as Master Thorn feared?”

      King Jormund took immediate offence. “Troublesome?” he echoed. “They have driven my people from their homes, allied with a dragon, and burned Lirian to the ground! There’s nothing left of The Arid Lands! Troublesome?” he repeated, his temper rising.

      King Weymund held up his good hand. “We have travelled far, Queen Yelifer, and faced many perils. Everyone’s emotions are high right now.”

      “Don’t speak for me!” King Jormund yelled. “We’re here, Yelifer, because the world is on fire and your kingdom has no end of snow! I don’t know where these damned orcs came from, but I know they’ll be coming here. They’re conquerors…”

      Queen Yelifer was unfazed. “Attacking Namdhor is an uphill battle few can sustain. I think we’ll be just fine here.”

      King Weymund stepped forward. “Queen Yelifer, make no mistake, these beasts are coming for every man, woman, and child. Without the sun, they are free to travel over the land. They will—”

      Yelifer interjected, “Yet you have come to my gates with little more than peasants and a handful of soldiers. Had you sent your armies to me, as I requested at Dragons’ Reach, we would have the numbers to amass not only a resistance, but a considerable offensive. As it is, I have been forced to send my army into Dhenaheim to discourage the dwarves from invading Illian.”

      “You bloody sent them?” King Jormund roared. “You fool!” The king of Grey Stone paused briefly when Sir Borin moved for the first time, shifting his bucket helmet to better see the man. “The orcs are coming this way and you sent our only defence north of Vengora?” he continued, venting the frustration everyone was feeling.

      “I may do as I please with my army, King Jormund.”

      The king of Grey Sone was visibly shaking. “The dwarves were only a threat because you wouldn’t leave well enough alone!”

      Yelifer raised her thin eyebrow. “You will not lecture me on how to a run a kingdom, especially when you no longer have one…”

      King Jormund took a step and so did Sir Borin, whose build made the king’s incredible girth appear small.

      King Weymund spoke in a more diplomatic tone. “It’s easy to be calm about this when you haven’t seen the orcs for yourself. Please, Queen Yelifer, recall your men at once. Preparations must be made in the defence of this city.”

      The war-witch looked down on the king of Lirian. “Do you know how many times Namdhor has been under siege? It’s probably a number you couldn’t count to. Even with few to hold it, this city cannot be taken.”

      Inara stepped out of the group and presented herself before the throne. “Queen Yelifer, I am Inara—”

      “Galfrey,” the queen finished. “I saw you at The Tower of Dragons’ Reach. It seems you Galfreys cannot help but get involved. It wasn’t that long ago your parents stood where you do now. I hope you can be of more assistance than they…”

      It was clear to see that Inara was stumbling over the queen’s comments, her concerns escalating. “Your Grace, I support the advice of King Weymund; your army must be here when the orcs attack. As King Jormund stated, they have allied with Malliath, the dragon. Namdhor could not withstand an assault from him.”

      Yelifer had the look of a queen taking advice from a peasant. “You support them do you? And what does your master say? What does the great Gideon Thorn advise that we do?” The queen glanced over the group. “I do not see him among you.”

      That was the point at which Vighon knew he would have snapped but, credit to her, Inara maintained her composure. “Master Thorn is looking into the magic that controls Malliath, Your Grace. If he can be stopped there is a chance—”

      “Perhaps,” Yelifer announced even louder, “instead of looking into things, he should actually be doing things. His order was insufficient to prevent Grey Stone from being overrun. From what I hear, he was in Lirian when this dragon razed it to the ground. And as we speak, Inara Galfrey, smoke still rises from Velia, the city a ruin and littered with the bodies of dragons…” The queen paused dramatically as the atmosphere was sucked out of the room.

      “Velia has fallen?” Inara uttered.

      “Not three days past,” Arlon Draqaro clarified. “Reports are still coming in, but the few who survived the invasion have fled into The Evermoore. It won’t be long before we have more refugees at our gates.”

      From his tone alone, Vighon could tell that his father cared nothing for the death of so many. As always, there was only one person Arlon Draqaro cared about, and it wasn’t his son.

      Both kings shared a look of horror as they came to realise the truth of their situation: Namdhor was the last standing kingdom of Illian. The real problem, of course, was that neither of them wore the crown to control the ancient city. That was a problem for kings, Vighon thought. His concerns were tied to a single individual, though he too sat on a throne of sorts.

      The northman wished more than ever that Alijah was by his side. If he was wishing for anything, however, it would be that he and Alijah could return to their life of wandering and adventure. Everything had been far simpler before they found that damned prophecy.

      As Queen Yelifer broke down in a coughing fit, Arlon assumed full control of the room. “As you say, King Weymund, your journey has been long and arduous. We will have rooms prepared for you both and your families too. For now, those that have journeyed with you are welcome to set up camp in the lower town.” Inara looked to protest but Arlon held up his hand, ignoring her. “We can discuss the next step later tonight. A feast will be prepared in your honour, good kings. Until then…” Arlon turned to regard his queen. “Perhaps we should all rest a while.”

      Unfortunately for Yelifer, her wicked tongue and quick wit could not best her frailty. With a stick to help her walk, the queen departed her throne and left without another word. Sir Borin and his man-sized sword accompanied her, a walking deterrent if ever there was one.

      Vighon felt his father’s eyes on him as he turned to leave with Galanör, but the northman noticed Inara rooted to the stone as everyone else filed out of the chamber. Vighon wanted nothing more than to get out of there and find Russell, who had hopefully found them somewhere to sleep by now. Rooted as the Dragorn was, however, it was evident she intended to speak with Arlon. He cleared his throat and nodded at Galanör, deciding together that they should accompany Inara.

      When only the four of them remained and the doors had been closed, Arlon stood up from his smaller throne. “Is there something I can do for you, Master Galfrey?”

      The Dragorn paused before answering, collecting herself. “Queen Yelifer mentioned my parents. I know they were to come here and advise on the dispute with Dhenaheim.”

      Happy to be in his position of power, Arlon wiped a finger over the dragon skull and inspected it. “Is there a question in there, Master Galfrey?”

      “You know damn well what the question is,” Inara shot back, Vighon’s hate of the man now shared.

      Arlon feigned his hurt. “You seem quite hostile towards me. Have you been telling naughty tales about your father, Vighon?”

      “Lord Draqaro,” Inara commanded. “What do you know of my parents?”

      Arlon’s gaze lingered for a moment longer on his son before addressing Inara. “They arrived here some time ago in the company of a dwarf, Doran, son of… somebody. I haven’t seen them since they entered Vengora and made for the mine in dispute.”

      Inara’s head dropped, obviously fearing the worst. Vighon had never entered the mountains of Vengora, but he had always considered those who had to be fools. The monsters that dwelled therein were the stuff of nightmares.

      “Of course,” Arlon continued, his expression a picture of mockery, “seeing and hearing are two very different things, aren’t they?”

      Inara lifted her head. “You have heard word from the mine?”

      “There was no word; that was the problem.” Arlon was pacing the throne’s platform. “The soldiers guarding the dig site to the mountain sent men in to investigate. They returned having found nothing but bodies, their bones picked clean. It appears your parents and the soldiers protecting the mine were set upon by Gobbers… You have my condolences, Master Galfrey.”

      Vighon felt his stomach flutter at the thought that Reyna and Nathaniel Galfrey might be dead, a feeling he knew would be incomparable to how Inara felt. The Dragorn, however, showed no sign of distress.

      “My parents are still alive, Lord Draqaro, I assure you of that. There simply aren’t enough Gobbers in Verda to kill them.”

      Arlon tilted his head. “Your confidence in them is admirable but, like I said, there was nothing but bones.”

      Inara had no reply to that, and so she respectfully bowed her head and turned for the doors. Vighon did not bow his head as he made to follow her.

      “If I may?” Arlon called after them. “I would have a word with my son…”

      Inara and Galanör offered the northman supporting looks and he knew they would back him up if he decided to accept the lord’s request. Having come this far, however, he decided it would be easier to just get all of their threats out in the open now. His companions respected his wishes and reluctantly left him to face his father.

      “Your friends act as if your life is in danger,” Arlon observed.

      Vighon walked a little farther into the throne room. “Is it?” he asked.

      Arlon sat down inside the open jaw of the dragon skull, assuming the throne. “Have you forgotten what I taught you? Your life is always in danger, never let anyone tell you differently, especially your friends.”

      “You’ve never had friends like I do,” Vighon countered.

      “Friends,” Arlon sneered. “Is that all you’ve ever aspired to; having friends? Look around you, son.” His father held his hands out. “I tried to show you the bigger picture but you wouldn’t see it. There’s no place for friends in this world. They either hold you back or wait for the opportune moment to stab you in the back. We’re Draqaros! We were made to rule!”

      Vighon shook his head, his pity growing beyond his hate for the man. “You sit beside the queen of Namdhor, nothing more.”

      Arlon raised an eyebrow. “Nothing more?” He bit his bottom lip and looked beyond Vighon, to the doors. “Guard!” he summoned. One of the Gold Cloaks, standing guard beyond the doors, entered as commanded. “What is your name, soldier?”

      “Bernart, my Lord,” he replied immediately.

      “Bernart,” Arlon began, “whom do you serve?”

      “Queen Yelifer of house Skalaf, my Lord.”

      Arlon nodded along. “Of course you do. She is the queen of Namdhor, ruler of Orith, and conqueror of the north.” His tone dropped ominously. “Bernart, I am going to kill Queen Yelifer and replace her as your king. I have no right by blood and the old war-witch certainly wouldn’t choose me as her successor, but that is exactly what I’m going to do.”

      Bernart’s face didn’t so much as twitch. “Very good, my Lord.”

      Arlon grinned from ear to ear. “Thank you, Bernart.” The soldier was dismissed with the flick of his wrist. “Nothing more, you say…” He looked at Vighon. “That is real power. While you’ve been running around with Alijah Galfrey, I’ve been here, grafting my way to the very top of the world. It could have been me seated here and you there,” he said, gesturing to the chair beside the throne.

      Vighon felt sick at the thought of his father wearing the crown. “The people of the north will never accept this.”

      “They already have,” Arlon proclaimed. “And I’m not talking about fear. Queen Yelifer is the one who changed everything. She’s the one who made all of this possible. Before her, no one but the Tions could rule the north. From Gal to Merkaris, the incestuous shits have sat on this throne. The War for the Realm saw Merkaris’s end and with him the Tion’s precious bloodline.” Arlon clenched his fist in the air. “Yelifer took the throne by force! Her rise to power saw a shift in the people of Orith. No longer did they care about ancestral lines. To sit on this throne you had but to prove your strength. That alone gives you the right to wear the crown.”

      Vighon let his thumbs hook over the buckle on his belt. “And you believe that killing an old woman who can barely walk is a show of strength? Even by these new rules, the people will not accept you as their king.”

      Arlon sighed and sat back in the throne, his eyes wandering over the door where Yelifer had departed. “You’re right, of course. Were she to be found in a pool of her own blood or simply drop dead after drinking her tea, the blame would land on me and Sir Borin would likely kill every man between us to cleave my head. Besides, the people don’t want a king who had to assassinate the previous monarch. That’s why I’ve been killing her for years, instead,” he added casually.

      Vighon looked from the door to his father and back, concern etched across his face.

      “Oh, you wish to warn her?” Arlon continued. “Would you like to save the little old queen from her untimely death?” He crossed a leg over his knee and watched his son intently. “I’m afraid it’s too late in the day for that. Her decline has increased and her end is inevitable now. I had the royal chef up the dose to all of her meals a month ago.”

      Vighon had no love for the war-witch, but the injustice of it, especially an injustice that would see his father gain advantage, boiled his blood. “Whether her death appears natural or not, Sir Borin will likely come for your head all the same.”

      “Would you like that?” Arlon asked. “Would you enjoy watching Sir Borin the Dread take my head off?” His father twisted his mouth waiting for a response Vighon wasn’t inclined to give, feeling his entire demeanour was answer enough. “Perhaps there is something of my son still left in there, after all. I hope you haven’t caged that animal I spent so long training.”

      More aware than ever of the scars on his body, Vighon ignored his father’s provocation. “So Yelifer dies in her sleep and you just step in, is that it?”

      Arlon shrugged. “There is no one better to replace her. I have no equal. The other lords wouldn’t dare challenge my reign.”

      Vighon couldn’t help but let out his little chortle. “Oh, your reign is going to be challenged alright. You’re going to take control of the last kingdom in Illian just as an army of orcs arrive to burn it down. They’ll turn that thick skull of yours into a pissing bowl.”

      “Perhaps instead of advising the Dragorn on how to navigate me, you should be advising Namdhor’s future king. You have fought these orcs, yes? Why not take your place by my side again? You still bear our mark, do you not?” he asked, peering down at Vighon’s left arm.

      The northman was always sure to keep his arms, if not his whole body, covered. The Ironsworn tattoo was one of several he sported, but it was his patchwork of scars that he always looked to conceal. His father’s work…

      “It’s taking me a while,” Vighon admitted, “but I’m still trying to find my place in the world. What I do know, however, is that it will never be by your side.” The northman turned away from the throne and made for the doors.

      “If you’re not with me, Vighon,” Arlon called after him, “then you’re—”

      “Against you,” Vighon finished, pausing with his hand on the doorknob. “It could never have been any other way…”

      Before he walked out of the chamber, Vighon left his father with an expression he hoped conveyed the pure contempt he had for the man. They were enemies now, nothing more.
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      Alijah’s life had become a series of brief moments he could call bearable. One such moment was the infrequent visits to an adjacent room, where he was unshackled only long enough to consume a bowl of food and drink a cup of water.

      The food was awful, at first. Now he didn’t even taste it as he poured the slop down his throat. Refusing to eat had resulted in a beating, delivered by one of the Reavers. The undead thing neither relished the pain it doled out nor took notice of Alijah’s blood splattering over its face.

      Another such moment was happening right now. Malliath’s steaming breath rhythmically engulfed his shivering body, giving the half-elf a few seconds at a time to experience warmth again.

      With every breath that rolled over him, Alijah felt his consciousness fall deeper into the dragon’s mind. The connection was never perfect, the details fuzzy. The ancient spells that tethered Asher to Malliath fogged everything, preventing Alijah from forming a stronger bond.

      There was a voice, just beyond his hearing. The whispers and calls could never be described as anything but faint and distant. Alijah tried to push through the haze and reach the voice, sure that it belonged to Malliath.

      Every time their connection felt firm, something violent would explode across Alijah’s senses, disorientating him. He lost his sense of self over and over again, convincing him that he was a dragon.

      Malliath’s memories were savage, full of torment and violence. The dragon wore his pain like a suit of armour, his black scales reflecting his resilience to all things. Alijah needed that now, a suit of armour that would keep him together.

      Just like all the days before, Alijah was torn from his bond by a freezing bucket of water. He gasped, inhaling the cold air, which only made him descend into a coughing fit. When he didn’t recover quickly enough, one of the Reavers grabbed him by the throat and slammed his head back into the wall.

      The Crow was standing behind the foul creature, his dark robes blending into the shadows. “Good morning, Alijah,” he said pleasantly. “Are you ready for today’s lesson?”

      Thanks to the Reavers, the rogue knew the punishment for silence. “Yes,” he groaned.

      “Excellent. Have you had sufficient time to…” The Crow glanced over Alijah’s bruised body, “absorb lesson one?”

      The half-elf flashed the Reaver a fearful look, the pain never far from memory. “Men may die… kingdoms may rise and fall… but an idea lives on,” he stuttered.

      “Very good,” The Crow replied, his expression unreadable. “But have you taken those words into your very being? Do you know what you are? What you are to become? Man is the only creature who refuses to be what he is. Dragons listen to their nature and live accordingly. Orcs are the same, elves too. Man is stubborn. We can have ambitions beyond our capacity and equally lack the ambition to fulfil our capacity. We are prone to violence as easily as we are prone to love.”

      “Is this how you’re going to do it?” Alijah asked, his head leaning against his raised arm. “Is this how you’re going to convince me to be the king in your visions? By talking me to death…”

      The Crow paced, his wand now visible in his hand. Alijah braced himself for the inevitable repercussions of his remark.

      “There is nothing more powerful than words, Alijah,” The Crow told him, his wand lifeless in his hand. “With words alone, I have plunged Illian into war. When you wear the crown, you will end wars with words.” The wizard slowly approached his shackled body and Alijah’s eyes darted to the wand. “With words I can scorch your flesh from your bones.”

      “Don’t…” Alijah pressed himself against the cold stone but there was nowhere to go.

      The Crow pushed the tip of the wand into the rogue’s chest as it began to glow a brilliant orange. Smoke rose into Alijah’s face, along with the acrid scent of burning skin and hair. All else was drowned out by his screams.

      Another bucket of ice water washed over him and Alijah came to, his senses exploding. His chest burned and the water was agony on his skin. He gasped, blinking hard to orientate himself again.

      “You passed out for a moment there,” The Crow explained, his wand still smoking. “Next time, you won’t pass out. You will embrace the pain, tolerate it. There will be trials along your journey, people who will oppose you. The king this realm needs must be above such trivialities as pain.”

      Alijah groaned, his anger bubbling. “Why don’t you go and sit on that wand and then tell me about pain…”

      A Reaver stepped in and landed a solid blow to his face, knocking his legs out from under him. Only his chained wrists kept him vertical as he spat blood onto the dirty floor. When he looked up again, through his matted hair, The Crow was standing over him, his expression that of an apologetic father.

      “Very few have ever achieved what you must become. Throughout all of history there have only been two, perhaps three, kings who were perceived as the realm itself. They weren’t just kings, they were Illian. Their reigns were brief, however, their legacies trampled over by their successors. With Malliath by your side, you will be immortal. The first immortal king of the world! But,” The Crow glanced at Malliath, “a long life does not make you worthy of the crown.”

      “Let me guess,” Alijah staggered back to his feet, “pain is required first.”

      The Crow smiled. “The weight of civilisation will be on your shoulders. Pain cannot be avoided. Hence your rigorous training!” the wizard declared theatrically.

      One of the Reavers stepped in and used Alijah as a punching bag. The half-elf cried out with every blow, his skin turning black and purple before his eyes.

      “You must learn to switch the pain off!” The Crow yelled over his groans. “Your body is but a part of you. Your real strength comes from the mind, a mind you now share…”

      Through the relentless beating, Alijah looked over the Reaver’s shoulder and locked eyes with Malliath. The spreading pain made it difficult to focus, but he called out in his mind with what strength he had, pleading for the dragon to bond with him. He just wanted to be taken away from it all.

      Flashes of another life replaced the dank prison, showing him a view from the heavens. He was Malliath again, for just a second. Alijah looked down upon Illian’s rolling green fields and lush forests, free of all torment. It was wonderful…

      A fist to the face broke the connection and he was back in his cell. No, wait… It wasn’t his cell. Alijah turned his head in every direction and discovered he was surrounded by men and women in red blindfolds.

      They were Arakesh…

      It was a small room, forcing the assassins of Nightfall to jostle as they circled him. Alijah couldn’t piece it all together before a man with no eyes commanded them to attack him. As one, they lashed out with every limb. Alijah tried to defend himself but quickly found his hands were tied in front of him.

      More fists, feet, and elbows than he could count laid into him from every direction. He managed to push a few back and even break some bones, but their number was too many. His vision fractured and the room was suddenly empty, the blind man standing over him.

      “Today, you cannot stand up to twenty,” he said. “When we are finished with you, you will possess the strength and knowledge to face two thousand.”

      Another jolt of agony spread across his ribs like needles and Alijah slumped back into the stone wall, his mind returned to The Bastion. The Reaver stood before him, his knuckles smeared with the rogue’s blood.

      “Very good,” The Crow said. “You didn’t make a sound at the end there. You will improve this technique over time.”

      Alijah heard the wizard’s words, but his gaze was fixed on Asher. The old ranger remained half in the shadows he shared with Malliath, observing only.

      The ancient wizard crouched by Alijah’s side and followed his eyes. “Did you peak into Asher’s mind? What did you see, I wonder?  I would imagine it to be a place equally tormented, if not worse.”

      The necromancer stood up and wandered between them. “Man is the only creature who refuses to be what he is…” he repeated. “Asher’s time in Nightfall showed him exactly what he is; a killer of the highest order. But, like all men, he refused to accept that simple truth. He turned from that life and tried his hand at being a hero.”

      The Crow stood in front of Alijah, making certain the wizard was the only thing he could see. “Here is today’s lesson; heroes die. The world doesn’t need people to stand up for it and die in the process. They would be called heroic, selfless, yes. Martyrs to the cause of peace… But Verda needs more than a dead hero to recall in hard times. It needs someone who doesn’t die, someone who will stand firm against the darkness and maintain peace at all costs.”

      Alijah’s body hung limply, his torso stretched out by his shackled wrists. He had nothing left in him to give. No quips, no threats or sarcastic replies. He could only watch through swollen eyes as The Crow made for the door.

      The wizard paused before leaving. “The quicker you accept what you are, the easier this will be…”

      The door closed behind him and Alijah tilted his head to see the Reaver standing over him. It was time for him to absorb the lesson.
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      Flying south, along The Shining Coast, Gideon Thorn readied himself mentally for battle. Velia was coming up fast on their right, its high walls and towering statues impossible to miss on the flat landscape.

      Small fires dotted the city, illuminating the destruction that had beset the capital of Alborn. Smoke rose into the sky where it joined the ash clouds: the perfect companion.

      Ilargo rose a little higher into the air and Gideon sensed the dragon’s reasoning. Below, placed along the walls, as well as across the land, were ballistas. They weren’t within range yet, but when Ilargo dived in for their attack it was going to be a fast approach.

      The Master Dragorn shifted his weight to better see the land below. What is all that? he asked, eyeing the mass of orcs outside Velia’s main gate. There were hundreds of the pale beasts, perhaps a thousand or more, and surrounded by construction work.

      Ilargo was quick to reply. They are building war machines. Siege towers, ballistas, even a variety of battering rams. They look to have already completed work on two catapults.

      They’re preparing for the next attack. Gideon reasoned. Grey Stone maybe. Or Namdhor…

      Looking at the level of occupation the city was under, Gideon suddenly found it much harder to believe that Alijah was alive. For all the rogue’s skill, there was only so much one could do against these kinds of numbers.

      The Master Dragorn had to shift his body again to keep his eyes on the city, its white stone slipping past them.

      Ilargo, Velia is that way. You’re going past it. Gideon examined the ground, wondering if the dragon was choosing a different angle of approach.

      Ilargo continued south. In fact, the dragon began to head east as well.

      Ilargo! Where are you going? Gideon demanded.

      You are in no condition to assault an already heavily occupied city, even with me.

      Gideon was shocked for a moment since the pair rarely, if ever, disagreed. Ilargo, we need to retake Velia! At least destroy their war machines! He had to turn around completely now to see the city. I need to find Alijah…

      The dragon maintained his course. You barely survived an encounter with a handful of orcs. You are not ready to fight; it would be the end of us both.

      Looking ahead, it was clear that Ilargo was returning to The Lifeless Isles. Ilargo, he said, mixing urgency with frustration, we cannot leave the orcs to plot and build. We cannot leave any people that might have survived the siege. We have to—

      Rest, Ilargo finished. So that we might fight another day and actually accomplish something other than a spectacular death. Ilargo the redeemer of men will not die at the hands of smelly orcs…

      Resting upon his companion, several thousand feet in the air, Gideon was powerless to change the dragon’s course. That didn’t stop him from sharing his irritation via their bond.

      Master Dragorn aren’t supposed to whine, Ilargo taunted.

      Gideon frowned. I am not whining, he replied flatly. I just… I need to—

      I know, Ilargo offered. I feel it too, that need to hit back. I want to burn them all and even take a chunk out of Malliath’s neck, regardless of any spell that binds him. But there is more at stake than our pride. We will not win Illian back by killing ourselves.

      Gideon tried to let go of his irritation and anger, heeding the dragon’s wise words. He rubbed his bruised hand against his companion’s scales and patted him lightly.

      Ever my guide, old friend…

      We will find our own way, Ilargo said softly, just as they had done during The War for the Realm, when Gideon was the only Dragorn in the world.

      The Shining Coast soon fell away and The Adean stretched beneath them. At the head of The Lifeless Isles, Gideon couldn’t help but sight the enormous city of Dragorn, the island nation that wanted little to do with either Illian or Ayda. He had attempted negotiations in the past to have them change the name of their city, since the island was settled after The Dragon War, a thousand years past, when King Gal Tion slaughtered the hundreds of dragons that lived out here.

      They said no, only they used a lot more words to convey their disinclination.

      Gideon wondered if they even knew Illian was under attack. Had they wondered why ships had stopped arriving from Velia? The orcs had come from underground, suggesting they had no knowledge of sailing or even swimming for that matter. It was foreign to think, but that island of criminals and gangsters was probably the safest place in the world right now.

      Ilargo banked south again, leaving the island city to fade behind them. The tall cliffs and sharp ravines of The Lifeless Isles stood boldly before them. The inviting white walls were dulled under the dark clouds that spewed out of The Undying Mountains.

      Then they both felt it.

      The pain and suffering that cried out across the bond that all dragons shared. Ilargo roared and beat his wings all the harder, hurtling them between the cliffs.

      There was blood splattered across the walls, more than would ever fit inside a person. They rounded the narrow cliffs and discovered scorch marks marring the white rock, as well as deep claw prints.

      “No…” Gideon uttered, his worst fears realised.

      Ilargo flew to the heart of the islands, where the cliffs were smaller. The plateau on the central island was a semi-circular strip of land that housed the majority of dwellings for the Dragorn and provided enough space for more than a dozen dragons to wander comfortably.

      It was a site of ruin and death…

      The corpses of dragons and their companions lay strewn across the stone and rocks. A yellow dragon Gideon knew to be Segator lay dead half in the ocean, half on the beach, his throat torn out. In the centre of the meeting place lay the body of Rastek, a dragon with the most beautiful violet scales. The dragon’s head had been completely severed.

      The few dragons that remained, all with injuries, moved between the dead, grieving for their kin. They were young, all of them. A quick glance at every survivor told Gideon that the younger, more inexperienced Dragorn, were all that remained. The older ones among their order had thrown themselves in front of the threat.

      In all his years, it was the worst thing Gideon had ever seen.

      Ilargo landed between the bodies, where the other dragons and their riders could converge on them. Still pained by his wounds, Gideon was slow to dismount and face those of his order. Exhausted and ashen faces greeted him, pleading for answers and guidance.

      “What happened here?” he asked, no doubt in his mind as to the answer.

      It was Rolan Baird who emerged from the crowd with the answer. “Malliath,” he said simply.

      Gideon met his fellow councillor’s judging gaze without his usual confidence. He was used to Rolan and his harsh outlook, but the Master Dragorn always maintained his superiority around him. Now, Gideon felt the crushing weight of that judgement.

      “We should have been here,” he began.

      Rolan shook his head, cutting Gideon off. “You were where you were supposed to be. What you should have done was train us for this,” the councillor seethed, blood sprayed up one side of his face. “Years ago I warned you of the danger Malliath posed, the danger of a rogue and very angry dragon. You were too obsessed with bringing him into the fold. You said we would never be under threat from one of our own!”

      Ilargo spoke up where Gideon failed to find the words. This particular discussion is for another time and place, Master Rolan.

      Hearing Ilargo’s words through the bond with his own dragon, Rolan backed off and sighed before storming away. Alensia, his orange dragon, huffed at Ilargo before turning to follow her companion.

      Ayana Glanduil, one of the few elves to be counted among the Dragorn, stepped forward and dismissed those gathered, requesting them to make preparations for the dead. After dispersing, the elven councillor turned to Gideon, her expression one of sympathy and grief.

      “Master Thorn.” She bowed her head, respectful as ever, regardless of the circumstances.

      “Ayana…” Gideon tilted his head with great sorrow and the two briefly embraced. “When did this happen?”

      “It seems Velia’s destruction didn’t satiate Malliath for very long,” she explained. “He attacked us last night.”

      Gideon looked away, tears blurring his vision. “This is all my fault,” he whispered. “I couldn’t beat Asher. If I had put him down there and then none of this would…” The Master Dragorn pinched his eyes, refusing to recall that putting Asher down had never been a possibility during their fight.

      “The blame is not with you,” Ayana appealed, “nor is it with Malliath or Asher. The Black Hand and their Crow are the root that has sprouted this evil. They are the ones who have unleashed the orcs and Malliath’s fury upon the world.” The elf placed a delicate hand on his shoulder. “Do not blame yourself, Gideon.”

      Lifting his head, Gideon drew in a deep breath, aware that he was being watched from afar by those who looked up to him. “Who did we lose?” he asked.

      Ayana looked out on the devastation. “We’re still finding bodies across the isles, but our losses would still be too many if Malliath had killed only one of us. I’m afraid the council has suffered losses too.”

      Gideon snapped his head around and scanned the corpses, searching for a dragon that belonged on the council.

      “Alise is dead,” Ayana confirmed. “We found her south of here. Malliath’s work.”

      Gideon could feel vomit rising in his gut and he fought the urgent need to release it all.

      “That’s not all,” Ayana continued, her sorrow so painful she struggled to meet her master’s eyes. “Garin and Jorla returned from The Arid Lands in the middle of Malliath’s assault.” Gideon was shaking his head, refusing to believe what he knew Ayana was about to say. “They tried to protect the younger ones. He killed them both…”

      Gideon almost stumbled away, his world turning upside down. While he had been crawling away from Velia, beaten and defeated, his family had been torn apart. Three of the seven that sat on the council were now dead, their home had been invaded, and the whole world had been shown that the Dragorn weren’t the protectors all believed them to be. How could they save anyone if they couldn’t even save themselves?

      “We should have trained for this,” he said over and over.

      Ayana tried to soothe him. “No one could have foreseen this…”

      “I should have!” Gideon snapped, angry with himself. “That’s what I’m supposed to do. Instead, it is our enemy who foresees everything,” he spat. “We’re fighting a foe who has seen all our moves before we even conceive them.” Any dregs of hope were beginning to fade away.

      Now is the time to be strong, Ilargo urged. They will need your guidance more than ever.

      Gideon found Rolan’s back in the distance. How am I supposed to have the entire order rally behind me when I can’t even get my council to?

      The council is not Gideon Thorn, Ilargo pointed out.

      “Where is Alastir?” Gideon enquired, wanting to know the location of the only surviving councillor he had yet to see.

      “He left for Grey Stone as you left for Velia. He’ll be on the other side of the country by now.”

      For the first time since the order came together, Gideon felt very vulnerable having any Dragorn so far away, even one as skilled and accomplished as Alastir. Hopefully, the councillor had come to the aid of Inara Galfrey and the people of Grey Stone before any attack.

      “I haven’t been able to communicate with anyone for days,” Gideon complained. “Why hasn’t the relay system been in place?” he enquired, eager to get lost in the details rather than dwell on the death that surrounded him.

      “It was,” Ayana shrugged, mimicking the body language typical of a human. “The countryside is crawling with orcs since the attack on Velia. Many of the Dragorn who were situated to relay communications are now on the hunt, saving as many as they can.”

      “So we have no idea about the state of Grey Stone or the refugees from Lirian and The Arid Lands?”

      “I’m afraid not,” the elf admitted.

      Gideon rubbed his eyebrow and glanced at the black daytime sky. “These orcs are making the Darkakin look like amateurs,” he remarked. The Master Dragorn turned to Ayana, his eyes bloodshot. “Make sure every Dragorn is paired with their dragon. They should be together, even in death.” The elf hesitated to leave him, but ultimately relented to his commands and bowed again before walking away.

      Gideon watched her, accompanied by Deartanyon, her dragon, as she did what he failed to do; pick everyone up. He closed his eyes for a long moment, wondering how they were to recover from this.

      The same way we always do, Ilargo averred, the dragon’s confidence battling his deep grief. We will do it together…
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      After centuries of forcing prisoners to mine and dig, Karak-Nor was a mountainous hollow riddled with tunnels and burrows. Were any of the prisoners to escape, they would likely wander the maze until they returned to their cells voluntarily in the hope of avoiding madness.

      It had been sixty years since Doran had set foot in Grimwhal and even longer since he had cause to visit the pits of Karak-Nor. The son of Dorain took note of every tunnel and tried to memorise the faces of the shackled dwarves working the rock. After several minutes of being escorted through the mine, however, they all began to look the same.

      They went up then down, left then right. The tunnels curved in every direction and all the dwarves wore the same rags and used the same tools.

      Behind him, the Galfreys and Petur Devron appeared just as lost as he did. How the dwarven soldiers pushing them along knew the way was beyond Doran.

      They had been woken from their first sleep and dragged from their cells at what was most likely first light. Doran had asked where they were going and his only reply had been, “Questioning!” The stout ranger found himself praying to Grarfath that his mother’s loyalists were ready for them.

      Looking ahead, he could see a small clearing opening up where a choice of tunnels presented themselves. Doran decided the space was big enough to make his stand and too small for the dwarves to surround them. He stole a glance over his shoulder and gave Nathaniel the nod, who passed the silent message along to Reyna. Petur’s part in all this was to drop low and do his best to avoid the brawl altogether.

      Doran fell forward, feigning an innocent trip, and landed face down in the clearing. As predicted, two of the guards moved in to pick him up by the arms.

      “Get up, traitor!” one of them barked.

      Doran helped them by pushing up with one leg, only he used a lot more force than they did. His solid head shot up and rammed the dwarf to his right in the nose, staggering the guard. A sharp elbow to his left broke the second guard’s jaw and a kick to the gut put him on his back.

      The guard with a broken nose roared before he charged at Doran for bloody vengeance. Nathaniel jumped forward, feet first, and caught the angry dwarf in the side of his face, freeing the son of Dorain to tackle the guards who had been leading their escort.

      Armed with battle hammers, the two wielded weapons that could put him down for good. Doran was just hoping that they were under strict instructions not to kill him.

      The first hammer came at him from above, easily blocked by intercepting the haft with both hands. Locked in a stalemate, Doran dashed to the side and let the guard drive the weapon’s head into the ground. Crouched over his own hammer, the dwarf was powerless to prevent Doran from looping the chain of his manacles up and around his neck. One quick squeeze and three successive knees to the back dropped the guard at his feet.

      Behind him, Reyna had wrapped her own chains around one of the guards bringing up the rear and sought to throttle him. With a strength no one would guess her to possess, the ambassador almost lifted the dwarf from the ground she pulled so hard. His face went from red to blue before he finally passed out.

      Petur scrambled across the ground, careful to avoid the melee as he hugged the walls. Nathaniel stepped in and grabbed the hammer coming down on the scholar from Palios. The old knight caught it with both hands and pushed down, reversing the haft of the weapon into the guard’s face. Reyna skidded across the ground and delivered a swift kick to the back of the guard’s knee, putting him on his back. Nathaniel finished him off by hitting him again with the butt of the hammer.

      The last guard faced Doran with his battle hammer, his girth shifting left and right as he sized up the son of Dorain. Then he stopped. The guard stood up straight and casually checked over his unconscious comrades with a critical eye.

      “It’s a good thing you didn’t hit me first,” he said in dwarvish. “Follow me,” he bade, making for the tunnel on their left.

      Doran shared his moment of confusion with the others before realising the truth of their situation. “Praise, Grarfath,” he muttered, taking off after the dwarf.

      The four companions ran down the tunnel, light on their feet, in the wake of the leading guard. The dwarf paused at several junctions and checked for patrolling Heavybellys. When they came across digging prisoners, the dwarf lined the companions back up and pretended to be escorting them through the mine.

      Taking more twists and turns than Doran could ever hope to remember, the group was finally led down a long tunnel that had far fewer torches lining its walls.

      “Psst!” came a hiss from the shadows between torches.

      The leading guard brought them to a stop as four more dwarves emerged from a side tunnel. They each carried the gear and weapons that belonged to the companions, all of which were gladly reclaimed.

      “Make it look good,” the guard said to the other dwarves.

      Before Doran could inquire as to his meaning, the four dwarves each had a turn hitting the guard in the face. His bruises and broken features grew worse with every blow, but the last one, a headbutt to the nose, dropped the guard out cold.

      “Follow us,” the new dwarves commanded.

      Doran did his best to attach his weapons and adorn his armour as they resumed their journey through Karak-Nor. They navigated the maze a while longer, zig-zagging as they ascended the deep roots of the mountain.

      The cold air hit him first, then the sound of the howling wind as it blew into the mountain. The final corner revealed a square of bright light at the end of the tunnel. Sitting in the shadows, beside the entrance, was a cart with two Warhogs tethered to the front. It was a simple cart, stacked with boxes, some of which appeared over-stuffed with food and cloth.

      One of their escorting dwarves pulled the tarp off the cart and showed them the truth of it. The boxes lined the outside, hiding the small dwelling in the middle of the cart where a few might huddle in secret.

      “I suggest you take the reins and they hide in the back,” the nameless dwarf advised.

      “Thank you,” Doran replied, searching for any sign of animosity from his kin. How they felt about Grimwhal’s traitor would remain with them, however, as they seemed content to obey his mother.

      “This is for you,” the dwarf handed Doran a bound scroll no bigger than his hand.

      Before Doran could unroll it, the four dwarves turned and disappeared into the depths of Karak-Nor again, their task complete.

      “What is that?” Reyna asked.

      Seeing the script was in his mother’s writing, Doran read the message to himself first.

      
        
        Run Doran; that is my advice. I sense, however, that there is more to you now. If discovering the content of that mine will prevent your brother from going to war, I would have it known. Dakmund told me of these stubborn doors. If there is an answer to their mystery, it will be found in the archives of Silvyr Hall. Inside the cart, you will find a trading medallion. This will allow you to enter King Uthrad’s domain. Beyond that, I can offer no aid in breaching the archives. As I said: Run, Doran. Staying out of Dhenaheim is the only way you get to live. Be safe, my son…

      

      

      Doran swallowed hard and scrunched the note up. He wanted to keep it, of course, but should it ever be found, his mother would be incriminated.

      “Burn it,” he instructed Reyna, throwing it over.

      The elf caught it and quickly inspected the unreadable glyphs. “What is it, Doran?”

      The son of Dorain looked inside the cart and found the circular medallion the note spoke of. It was engraved with dwarvish script and stamped with the symbol of the traders’ guild.

      “It’s a note from me mother,” he finally answered. “Ye need to burn it, me Lady, jus’ to be safe.”

      Reyna held her hand out, the note scrunched in her palm, and ignited a flame. The spell reduced the note to little bits of ash, which blew away in the wind.

      “We can move with little notice in this,” Doran continued, gesturing to the cart and Warhogs. “But we have this.” The dwarf held up the medallion.

      “What is that?” Nathaniel asked.

      “A tradin’ medallion,” Doran explained. “With one o’ these, an’ the appropriate wares, ye can travel from kingdom to kingdom an’ trade.”

      “Why would we need one of those?” Petur asked, clinging to his reclaimed satchel.

      Doran considered his mother’s words. “Dak told me mother about those damned doors, back in the mine. She thinks the answer to openin’ them might be in the archives at Silvyr Hall.”

      “Silvyr Hall?” Reyna echoed. “The most powerful kingdom in Dhenaheim?”

      “An’ the most guarded,” Doran added.

      “Why would she help us with this?” Nathaniel asked.

      “Unlike the rest o’ me kin, me mother sees the folly in any war, even an easy one with Illian.”

      Despite Petur’s freezing body, the scholar had a look of excitement to him. “We’re going to Silvyr Hall?” he beamed.

      “Don’ look so happy abou’ it,” Doran warned. “Gettin’ into the city is easy. Gettin’ into the archives and findin’ what we need is goin’ to be bloody hard with three giants!”

      “The alternative is heading east, to The Iron Valley,” Nathaniel suggested instead. “Even if we can’t open those doors, perhaps we can find some way of turning the army around.”

      Reyna shook her head. “We need proof that what they’re fighting over is nothing but dust.” The elf looked down at Doran. “We need to get inside,” she implored.

      Doran thought about what his mother and brother had already put on the line for him. He couldn’t change the world they lived in or free them of their bonds to his father. If they simply returned to Illian now, however, war would be inevitable, a war that Dakmund would have to lead from the front of the Heavybelly army.

      “A’right…” Doran pocketed the trading medallion. “We go to Silvyr Hall an’ find out what we can abou’ that pesky lock.”

      “Fantastic!” Petur exclaimed.

      Doran frowned at the ridiculous excuse for a man. “Aye, maybe ye can actually learn a thin’ or two abou’ dwarves while we’re there.” The son of Dorain gestured to the back of the cart. “There’s furs inside an’ some supplies too. Huddle in an’ stay warm. Don’, under any circumstances, show yerselves unless I say ye can. One peep at ye an’ all o’ Dhenaheim will descend on this cart!”

      The ranger positioned himself on the bench and took the reins in hand. The two Warhogs snorted, their stocky frames one of muscle. It made Doran see just how fat his own Warhog had become over the years. He missed the pig in that moment and dared to offer up a prayer to Grarfath that he would see it again upon their return to Illian. He had no doubt, however, that the boisterous animal was drinking Namdhor dry…

      “Let’s be on with ye then!” he cried, cracking their reins. “Let’s go to the most populated an’ heavily guarded city in all o’ Dhenaheim.”

      Doran shook his head as they left the tunnel behind. What was he thinking?
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            Shadows in the Dark

          

        

      

    

    
      Beyond the rear wall of The Dragon Keep, the mountainous slope of Namdhor extended a hundred feet farther, looming over The King’s Lake. It should have offered the most spectacular view of Vengora and the colossal lake, the stars reflected in its surface.

      Inara stood by the very edge and saw nothing but black clouds of ash. Without the moon, the detail and beauty of the world was hidden from the Dragorn.

      Her thoughts dwelled on Velia. Another city, one which had withstood the Darkakin and Valanis himself, was gone. How could they have lost so much in so little time?

      The realm really has fallen into darkness, she uttered into her bond with Athis.

      The dragon was lost on the horizon before her, his red scales impossible to make out. The ash has an end, her companion replied. Its reach goes no farther than Vengora.

      Good for the dwarves… she said without heart.

      I doubt they would notice anyway in their deep halls.

      Inara silently agreed and wrapped her billowing red cloak around her arms. Her gaze was distant and she wished her sight could pierce the rock of Vengora. Somewhere in there, her parents were alive, Doran too. They were survivors, all of them, she reminded herself over and over again.

      They didn’t pass through the war with Valanis to perish under the weight of a few Gobbers, Athis assured, adding to her resolve.

      I want to find them, Inara began. I know my duty would have me stay here, but more than anything I want to enter those mountains.

      The life of a Dragorn is never so simple, wingless one. Even if Namdhor’s army were here, I have no doubt we will be needed when the orcs arrive.

      I know, I know… Inara was shaking her head. I just want to see them. Alijah too.

      Alijah is safe with Gideon. Your parents are counted among the realm’s greatest warriors…

      The dragon trailed off and Inara felt her companion’s attention fall away. His senses sharpened and the Dragorn felt an exciting rush well up inside of Athis.

      He was hunting…

      What have you—

      A bear! Athis exclaimed.

      Inara smiled to herself. Happy hunting.

      Though their bond remained, the half-elf could feel Athis’s detachment. She welcomed the disconnection having experienced the dragon while he ate before. It was never pleasant.

      The sharp crunch of snow had Inara turning as her hand fell onto her hilt. She relaxed upon seeing Vighon as he approached with his usual black cloak of fur. In the high wind, his long dark hair whipped about his face, revealing only flashes of his green eyes.

      “I used to sneak up here,” he said, joining her by the edge. “It’s strange seeing the guards just open the gates for me,” he commented, looking back at The Dragon Keep. “Arlon has definitely claimed more power in the last few years…”

      Inara kept her eyes on the horizon. “It still doesn’t sit well with me,” she insisted.

      “You think we should tell someone,” Vighon stated.

      “Of course I do. He admitted to poisoning the queen. And for years no less!”

      Vighon let out a long sigh. “As he made clear, who would we tell? Anyone who doesn’t already work for Arlon is afraid of him.”

      Inara wasn’t satisfied. “So we all just have to wait until Yelifer drops dead and he takes over?”

      “We couldn’t prove he’s been poisoning her,” Vighon countered, “and when she does finally die, it will appear natural. He’s always thinking a step ahead.”

      “We have you,” Inara pointed out. “He told you himself.”

      Vighon offered a mirthless smile. “Who would believe me? I’m no one here. I’m not even publicly recognised as Arlon’s son.”

      “The latter is a good thing if you ask me,” Inara remarked happily. “And you already have allies among King Jormund’s men, Weymund’s too. Don’t underestimate yourself.”

      Ignoring all of her points, Vighon replied, “We’re in his domain now. Arlon’s untouchable here.”

      Inara faced the northman, struggling to see the young man she had once loved. “It might not mean anything, but I’m so sorry you had to live here, in this place. No one should have to live among murderous thugs, especially one as twisted as your father.”

      Vighon didn’t reply straight away, but peered over the lip of the slope. “I almost jumped a couple of times… From this height, The King’s Lake might as well be a slab of rock.”

      Inara felt a great sorrow well up inside her heart. The young man she had known and loved was happy, excitable even. He was carefree and loved nothing more than being around animals and going on adventures with her brother.

      “I’m so sorry,” she repeated. “I shouldn’t have asked you to come here. If you—”

      Vighon held up his hand. “If there’s any way I can help you to circumnavigate that serpent-like tongue of his then this is where I need to be.”

      Inara couldn’t have asked for a better ally, though she would never have guessed it to be Vighon. The half-elf hooked her arm inside of his and rested her head on his furry shoulder for a moment.

      “You know some big words, Draqaro,” Inara quipped. “And I’m glad that fate saw fit to bring us back together,” she added wistfully.

      Vighon gripped her hand in his and squeezed. The northman turned, separating them, so he could better see her face. His feelings were easy to read, his expression a confession of his love for her. An awkward silence lingered between them, their eyes locked together.

      “Vighon…” Inara didn’t have time to finish before the northman leant down and planted a light kiss on her lips. The Dragorn put a firm hand on his chest and gently pushed back, whispering, “I can’t.”

      Vighon stepped back and tried to hide his rejection. “You can’t?” he repeated, his words almost lost in the wind. “Dragorn aren’t allowed to love?”

      Inara kept her words light. “Dragorn must love. It is our love for the realm and its people that form the foundation of our order.”

      Vighon didn’t appear convinced. “You have too much love, then?” he replied mockingly. “Not enough left to give anyone else, is that it?”

      “No,” Inara stated, seeing the hurt spread across Vighon’s face. “I love my parents. I love Alijah. I even have love for you, Vighon. It’s just not the kind of love you want. To be a Dragorn is to be bonded for life with a dragon. That bond is all-consuming. I couldn’t love a man as a wife loves her husband if I wanted to. Athis… fulfils me. I know that must be hard to understand, but—”

      “I understand,” Vighon said, a stoic expression replacing his pain. “I just wish we’d had a little longer before—” Bells rang out from The Dragon Keep, silencing the northman immediately.

      “What is that?” Inara asked urgently.

      “An alarm!” Vighon started for the gates to the back of the keep.

      Leaving the dizzying heights and their awkward conversation behind, Inara and Vighon stormed through the gates and entered the keep’s main grounds. Gold Cloaks were running over the gantries and taking up positions in the turrets.

      “Intruders in the keep!” came the calls.

      “Intruders?” Vighon echoed in disbelief.

      Inara weaved between those that dashed across the courtyard and made for the main doors. Once inside The Dragon Keep, they paused, trying to make sense of the chaos that had erupted.

      “Oi! You lot!” came a barking call from one of the Namdhorian captains. “Your priority is the queen! Move it!”

      The soldiers ran towards their queen’s chamber, but the sound of clashing steel drew Inara and Vighon to the west wing.

      “This way!” Vighon instructed.

      The Dragorn skidded as she rounded the first corner, almost losing her footing in the puddle of blood. Crumpled in a heap, one of the guards sat dead on the floor, his blood spreading across the tiles.

      Inara composed herself and took her Vi’tari blade in hand. With Vighon by her side, the half-elf charged through the ancient halls, searching for the sources of the clamour.

      A gurgling growl came from around the next corner, a moment before the dead body of an orc dropped into view. Inara and Vighon rounded the corner with their swords held ready for battle, but there was no battle to be had.

      Galanör stood with his back to them, his scimitars running with blood in each hand. Another orc’s body lay lifeless at his feet, its legs twitching. Inara tried not to let the shock of seeing orcs in the keep get in the way of her tongue, but she could only stare at the bloody scene.

      Galanör turned to the side, his angular face sprayed with blood. It was what lay beyond the elf, however, that almost choked Inara. The chamber doors were open to King Weymund’s room…

      “They’re dead,” Galanör said, catching his breath. “These foul beasts murdered King Weymund and his wife in their sleep.”

      Inara swallowed hard. “What of the children?” she asked, looking to the adjacent room.

      The door was ajar…

      Galanör shook his head, his chest heaving.

      “King Jormund!” Vighon was already running back the way they had come.

      Inara’s heart was breaking for the king of Lirian and his family, but she was thankful for the need of action. The half-elf followed the northman to the east wing with Galanör in their wake.

      Soldiers were still running around the keep, their orders to ensure that no one left the fortress. Gates and doors were slammed shut and not a soldier stood without his sword in hand.

      The east wing was a bloody mess. Gold Cloaks lay sprawled over the cold stone, their throats slit.

      Inara rammed her way through King Jormund’s door, shattering the wood around the lock. The Dragorn froze at the end of the bed, where a single orc in dark rags sat crouched over the king of Grey Stone. Jormund was dead, a jagged dagger in his chest. Beside him, his wife had suffered the same fate.

      The orc roared and jumped from the blood-soaked bed, a dagger in each hand. Unlike most of the orcs Inara had encountered, this one possessed a wiry frame, lacking the bulking muscle.

      The Dragorn raised her Vi’tari blade and gritted her teeth. She was going to gut the creature like the beast it was. Before she could take another step, however, a second, unseen orc, jumped out from behind the broken door. Her enchanted blade reacted, twisting her body and coming down on the orc’s short-sword. A swift kick launched the pale beast into the wardrobe, giving the Dragorn some space.

      Vighon leaped at the orc who had assassinated King Jormund, making sure the little beastie didn’t get the drop on Inara while her back was turned.

      Galanör made to leave. “I’ll check the children’s room!”

      Inara let some of her rage out, imagining the children in their beds when the orcs crept in. She could have ended the orc’s life in a flash of steel, but that would be too quick for such a monster.

      The creature’s short-sword jabbed and slashed, cutting nothing but air. Inara moved with the will of her enchanted scimitar and sliced through muscle, careful not to take a whole limb or stab anything vital. Only when the orc was covered in cuts, smeared in blood, and unable to lift its short-sword did the Dragorn run her blade up through its head.

      On the other side of the bed, Vighon had his boot pressed against the orc’s throat, pinning it to the ground. With both hands, the northman plunged his sword into its chest and twisted.

      Panting for breath, they both turned to see Galanör as he stood in the doorway, his face ashen. “They killed the children first…” he grieved.

      Had but one of the children lived, Inara would have seen their efforts as a victory. The half-elf slumped against the wall and stared at the dead king and queen. There could be no victory this day.

      The sound of fighting echoed through the stone halls, reminding the companions that there were others the orcs would seek to assassinate. Hoping to slay more of their wicked kind, Inara quickly fell in behind Galanör and Vighon.

      Running deeper into The Dragon Keep, the three were halted as an orc was flung through a door and across the landing in front of them. Arlon Draqaro strode out of his chamber, dressed only in trousers, with a sword in his hand. With a face like thunder, the leader of The Ironsworn advanced on the prone orc.

      The companions gave no aid, nor was it required. Arlon batted the orc’s blade aside and backhanded the creature with a length of steel, slicing through the top half of its skull.

      “You thought you could kill me!” he screamed, spitting on the dead orc. “ME?” Arlon brought his sword down again and again, hacking the dead orc to pieces. His sweaty muscles became taut against his skin, which was covered in tattoos, as he raged at the beast.

      “Come on,” Vighon suggested, taking a different corridor.

      Inara ran after him, glancing back at Arlon. She made a mental note that the head of The Ironsworn was more than just fine clothes and quick wit; he was also a fighter.

      There were more Gold Cloaks and the occasional Ironsworn lying dead at their posts, throats slit like the others. There was no mistaking Queen Yelifer’s bed chamber when they turned the final corner. A large group of Gold Cloaks were standing outside, in the hall, watching as the stone wall was shaken from the inside. Portraits and heirlooms fell from their hangings, but the soldiers remained still, observing the phenomenon.

      “What’s going on?” Inara asked urgently.

      One of the captains flicked his chin at the queen’s door. “Sir Borin is… seeing to the intruders.”

      Exasperated, Inara strode through their ranks and entered the bed chamber. Sir Borin was only one man, after all, and he had never faced orcs before.

      Inara froze in the doorway, Vighon beside her.

      The orcs were everywhere, or at least pieces of them were. Sir Borin was swinging his wedge of a sword in great arcs, chopping through the orc intruders with terrible ease. His yellow tunic was almost entirely red with their blood and his bucket helmet was dripping where he had head butted the beasts.

      He didn’t make a single sound.

      Every swing and thrust was precise, and apparently without effort. A particularly agile orc leaped onto his back and plunged a pair of daggers into the big man’s back but, again, no sound escaped his lips. With one hand, Sir Borin reached over his shoulder and pulled the orc down with a vice-like grip. He flung the creature into the wall and levelled his sword with both hands, holding it by the blade and the hilt.

      Resilient, the orc jumped back to its feet and brandished its daggers, for all the good they had accomplished so far.

      Inara winced as Sir Borin slammed the orc into the wall with the flat of his blade. The orc’s head bounced off the stone, leaving a smear of blood on the wall. A firm head butt dropped the orc to the floor and a downwards thrust of his sword impaled the beast.

      Only one orc remained, but it was missing everything below its knees. The dying creature crawled across the floor, desperate to get away from the queen’s bodyguard. Sir Borin turned on the orc and crossed the chamber to finish the job.

      “Wait!” Inara called out, stepping into the room. “We need to try and question it—”

      Sir Borin took no heed of her words. The big man dropped one knee into the orc’s spine, pinning it down, and gripped its head with both hands. A sound Inara would never forget filled the chamber as the orc’s head was ripped clean from its body.

      Inara’s shoulders sagged and her head dropped. Questioning an orc was something that had yet to be done. Any potential information these creatures may have offered was gone now, flowing over the expensive rugs in their blood.

      Queen Yelifer had remained in bed, her back to the headboard, as she observed her protector’s work. “Gather everyone in the throne room, now,” she commanded in her croaky voice.

      The Dragon Keep became an even greater flurry of activity as the captains doubled the guard posts and had orders sent out into the city. Arlon Draqaro gave his own orders, privately, to his thugs. Inara watched as they dispersed among the Gold Cloaks, their position of authority unchallenged.

      The main hall soon filled up with soldiers and Ironsworn. They went about laying the orc bodies in neat rows before the throne. Inara caught sight of the few lords and ladies from Lirian and Grey Stone as they filed in, grieving for their dead kings and the royal families.

      The Dragorn shared that grief, but she couldn’t let it rule her, not now. Inara was situated in the very heart of events and, for the first time, she was alone. There was no Gideon to guide her and take charge of the situation. The grief would have to come later…

      Athis? she asked across their bond.

      There is no sign of any orcs, the dragon replied. The land surrounding Namdhor is clear.

      Inara knew that would be the case; this wasn’t an invasion.

      A voice called out across the throne room, the beginnings of an argument between the various lords and captains. Making sense of the snippets, it became clear that some felt it was time to recall the army from Dhenaheim while others felt this was an example of how the orcs would fail. The latter was not taken well by those of Lirian and Grey Stone.

      “They could be marching over The White Vale as we speak!” one of them yelled.

      “Every orc that has attacked us lies dead in this very room!” countered another.

      The arguments continued, but Yelifer said nothing. The queen appeared content to sit on her throne and stare absently at the far wall. Arlon seemed to be making a point of standing proud with a sword on his hip and blood staining his skin. He wanted to be seen.

      Inara stepped into the centre of the hall, her red cloak swept behind her Vi’tari blade. “The city is safe,” she declared, silencing the arguments. “The surrounding land is clear of orcs.”

      “How can you know this?” came a question from one of the high-borns.

      Inara turned in their general direction. “My dragon, Athis, is flying over Namdhor as we speak. His sight can pierce the gloom.”

      “You see?” shouted another. “We have nothing to fear! Let our men give those dwarves what they’ve got coming!”

      Inara whipped her head around. “No,” she said firmly. “Recalling the army is the only thing that will see Namdhor offer any kind of real resistance. Tonight wasn’t an invasion. It wasn’t the beginning of a siege. Tonight was an assassination. They sent a few to eliminate those in command. They seek to create chaos among us before they arrive in full force.” The Dragorn offered the people of Lirian and Grey Stone a sympathetic look. “I would say they gained a victory tonight.”

      One of the higher-ranking captains gestured to the dead orcs. “How did they even get into the city, let alone the keep?”

      Inara crouched by the nearest body and pulled back its ragged hood. “They have cut off and filed down their horns,” she explained. “With the influx of people into the city, it wouldn’t be that hard to slip through if you can conceal yourself,” she added, lifting their dark cloaks. “We already know they’re great climbers. And they can move through the dark as well as we can in the light.”

      Arlon Draqaro wandered down the short steps to the main floor. “You make our enemy sound strong, Master Galfrey. I would not have my people, that is, Queen Yelifer’s people, fall prey to their fears. We must also note that these beasts can be put down with a good piece of steel!” The resounding cheer came mostly from The Ironsworn.

      “Having heard how Grey Stone and Tregaran fell,” Arlon continued, his performance as theatrical as any stage actor, “Velia too, most likely, I would say these orcs will struggle to lay siege to Namdhor. They will be forced to attack from the surface, in the snows. We are people of the north! This is our land! This is where we have been fighting for generations!”

      Inara wanted to argue his every point, but it was clear to see that Arlon had the ear of everyone present. He had the authority behind him and the fear of his thugs, their shadows ever present.

      “Every tier of this city has defences,” he stated proudly. “I would be surprised if they could even make it past the first.”

      “The orcs will make it past anything if it isn’t manned,” Galanör chipped in, his voice taking Arlon by surprise. “The facts are simple; tonight was not only a test of your defences but, as Master Galfrey said, it was also an attempt at removing leadership. This type of tactic precedes invasion. When the orcs get here, you will soon discover there aren’t enough men to defend Namdhor.”

      “Ah, a word from our immortal cousins,” Arlon announced, sweeping his hand out. “So wise and fierce…” He came to stand right in front of the ranger. “Perhaps, instead of advising us on how to defend our own home, you should have word sent across The Adean. Your ancient enemy lays waste to our land and yet the elves sit idly by. Even those of Ilythyra have failed to lift a sword in Illian’s defence.”

      Galanör maintained his perfect composure. “Lady Ellöria of Ilythyra harbours refugees from The Arid Lands. They are well protected in her borders.”

      “Good for them,” Arlon spat back. “The enemy has moved north since their attack on The Arid Lands. In fact, they have successfully killed the rulers of every kingdom except for this one. In the absence of aid from the elves, we, the people of the north, will stand up to these foul beasts!” More cheers came from the dregs of the chamber.

      Inara met Vighon’s eyes. Of them all, the northman possessed the most fire in his veins when it came to opposing his father, but their defeat was easy to see on his face. They had lost too many lives to the assassins and now they had lost the battle of words to Arlon. With Yelifer barely present, the lord of Namdhor had the final say, and the army was no closer to returning.
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        * * *

      

      Inara stepped into the main courtyard, escaping the mad scramble that beset The Dragon Keep. She had lost sight of Vighon on the way, though she had a feeling his disappearance was deliberate…

      You did nothing wrong, Athis said in her mind. The sooner he comes to understand the sooner he can begin to move on.

      Inara agreed with the logic, but there was an element of his emotional state the Dragorn knew she would always care too deeply for.

      I know there are larger things of concern, she replied. It just feels like I’ve kicked him while he’s down.

      I’m certain Vighon Draqaro has been kicked while he’s down before. He has learned to pick himself back up.

      There was no disagreeing with that. Everything Vighon did was proof that he had already overcome some of the hardest things one could be subjected to.

      Galanör lightly nudged Inara’s arm, turning her attention to the rampart over the keep’s main gate. Vighon stood, looking out over Namdhor as a sentinel.

      “Something troubles him,” the elf commented.

      Inara’s mood was sour. “You mean besides the death of two good kings and their entire families. Or perhaps it’s the impending invasion from a superior force. I suppose it could be the fact that he’s back in Namdhor, a place that tried its damnedest to turn him into a monster. Then there’s his father…”

      The Dragorn paused, catching herself and her tone. “I apologise, Galanör. I forget myself. You are far older than me and have accomplished much for the sake of the realm. You should have my respect, not my attitude.”

      The ranger shrugged. “These dark times weigh on us all, a Dragorn more than most.”

      “That is no excuse on my part,” Inara countered. “You are right. Besides the end of the world, there is something else that troubles Vighon.”

      “Ah, I see…” Galanör turned back to look at the northman. “You have had to reject his advances.”

      “Were his feelings so easy to see?”

      “Vighon is a very guarded individual,” Galanör replied. “A state of being that made it all the easier to see when you were around.”

      Inara sighed. “I tried to explain about what it is to be a Dragorn…”

      Galanör held up his hand. “I am aware of the bond between a rider and their dragon. Gideon explained it to me years ago. It may take a while, however, for Vighon to fully grasp what that means.”

      Inara wasn’t so convinced. “I’m not sure time to think is going to be a good thing for him, not here anyway. He needs a distraction.”

      The elf rested his hands on his belt. “When the orcs arrive there will be no end of distractions.”

      “That could be days, weeks even. There is something I wish to discover and, as much as I hate it, Vighon is probably the only one who can get to the bottom of it…”

      Joining him on the rampart, Inara and Galanör observed his silence and set their gaze over the city. Vighon was tense, his stubbled jaw set.

      “You realise what’s just happened, don’t you?” the northman asked. “The last kings who had any claim to land or crown were slain in their beds. Velia is gone. The Arid Lands are gone. When Queen Yelifer dies, Arlon will assume the throne. A throne that now presides over all of Illian…”

      That revelation had yet to dawn on Inara. She looked back at The Dragon Keep with new eyes and no end of concern. She also felt embarrassed now for telling Galanör the northman’s troubles came from her rejection.

      “We can’t let that happen,” she said.

      “It’s already happening,” Vighon corrected, his eyes still on the snowy horizon.

      “One problem at a time,” Galanör advised. “The orcs are coming and those in charge are not taking the threat seriously. We need that army.”

      Inara took her cue. “They’re too concerned with the dwarves. More specifically, they’re too concerned with this mine they’re arguing over.” The half-elf watched Vighon closely, though he didn’t appear to be taking the bait. “Vighon, I need you to do something for me,” she finally stated.

      The northman leaned into the wall of the rampart. “You need me to find out why everyone is so obsessed with a mine they haven’t even seen inside.”

      Inara was taken aback by his response. “Yes… that’s exactly what I need you to do.”

      “It’s piqued my interest too,” he replied. “Arlon is a lot of things, but he isn’t a fool. The orcs have proven themselves conquerors time and time again. He wouldn’t have let Yelifer send the bulk of their army to secure the mine if it didn’t hold significant value, something more than treasure.”

      Galanör cupped the smooth skin of his jaw. “If they know what’s inside without actually breaching the mine, they must have come by the information some other way.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Vighon agreed. “That’s why I won’t be joining you for the funerals tonight.”

      “They’re building a pyre for the kings and their families,” Inara pointed out. “It will be quite the ceremony. Your absence might be noticed by Arlon.”

      “It doesn’t matter what’s going on up here.” Vighon flicked his head at the city below them. “Life still goes on down there.”

      Galanör frowned. “You think the answer to this can be found outside of The Dragon Keep?”

      Inara nodded along. “Galanör’s right; the only ones who will know anything are up here.”

      Vighon smirked. “Do you know what Arlon likes to do more than anything? Brag about himself. Why do you think he told me about Yelifer? He just wanted to gloat. If he’s come by information that’s told him there’s something valuable in that mine, and that it’ll make him rich or powerful in some way, you can bet he’s told someone.”

      “If you’re planning on asking every person in the city,” Inara warned, “it could take you more than just one night.”

      Vighon straightened up. “I don’t need to ask everyone, I just need to visit the hole in the wall.”

      Galanör tilted his head. “A hole in what wall?”

      “At the base of the city, before you hit the lower town, there’s an abandoned house. It used to belong to some wealthy family a hundred years ago or so. It’s decrepit to say the least. The western wall has a hole in it which leads down to the basement, a big one. The Ironsworn turned it into a fighting pit about twenty years ago.”

      Galanör held his tongue until a pair of Gold Cloaks walked past them. “You believe Arlon will have imparted this information to someone in these fighting pits?”

      “Not just someone,” Vighon confirmed. “If he’s bragged about it to anyone, it will be to Godrick Cross. He’s always been Arlon’s right-hand man, the closest thing he has to a friend. I imagine he’s been running the day to day business for The Ironsworn while Arlon focuses on the throne.”

      “You’re sure he can be found in the fighting pits?” Inara asked.

      “Oh, aye. He loves to get his knuckles bloody, does Godrick. The last time I was here, he was practically running the gang out of the pits.”

      Inara could see that Vighon was struggling with the memories fighting for his attention. The weight of her duty was suddenly added to by her guilt. Not only had she brought Vighon back to Namdhor, but now she was asking him to descend into its darkest depths.

      “You don’t have to do this,” she blurted. “With a name and a place, Galanör or myself can look into it.”

      Vighon paused before turning to look at Inara for the first time. “For a long time, I’ve just gone with the flow. Accompanied Alijah and backed him up where I was needed. I’m listening now. I’m in this because I choose to be.” The northman looked down at the city. “The Ironsworn is its own world. I know how it works and I know what faces to look out for. Leave this to me.”

      With that, the northman departed the rampart. Inara wanted to chase after him and continue their conversation, even it felt ridiculous after everything that had just happened. Instead, she let him go and focused on the dangerous errand she had set him on.

      “Your speech in the main hall has marked you, Galanör. It needed to be said, but Arlon knows your face all too well now. Neither of us can slip away from the ceremony to help him.”

      “I agree,” the elf replied. “We have too few allies, it would seem…”

      Inara could see that Galanör’s gaze pierced more than what lay before them. “You’re thinking of Hadavad?”

      Galanör nodded, his sight fixed on the horizon. “He left us to find answers. I was hoping he would have found them by now; we could use his help.”

      “Did he say where he was going?” the Dragorn asked.

      “No. He rarely did. He has worked alone for most of his life. He was always accustomed to keeping things to himself.”

      Inara did her best to sound hopeful. “I’m sure wherever the mage is, he’s uncovering something that will aid us.”

      The elven ranger heard her words but his stoic expression kept his true feelings to himself. Inara cast her own eyes over the horizon, wishing she could see through the black haze and look upon the night’s sky in all its splendour.

      More than anything, she wished to see Gideon on that horizon, returning with Alijah by his side and answers of their own.

      They had all been in the dark for too long…
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      Nestled in the cliffs of The Lifeless Isles, the ancient library of the Dragorn had offered countless masters a reprieve from the constant hum of the world. It was a place of peace and tranquillity, where one could meditate and learn from its many tomes.

      Standing in that silence now, Gideon Thorn was trapped with his own thoughts. The Master Dragorn stared blankly at the prophecies laid out on the table, along with the ingredients from the spell he had enacted.

      It had been here that they saw into the past, witnessing the original inscription of the prophecies. It had been here that the past looked forward at them…

      Gideon roared and swiped his hands across the table, knocking the scrolls and ingredients over the floor.

      He should have left Alijah here…

      He should have done a lot of things, he reasoned. Thirty years of living in a time of peace had made him complacent, arrogant even. He had made the mistake of truly believing the Dragorn were invincible. Being immortal, however, did not mean they were free from harm.

      The numbers kept racing around his mind, each one a death. When Ayana had come to him with the final count of the dead, he should have roused the order and delivered a speech worthy of his title. Instead, he had come here, where no one could see the weight of it all crushing him.

      In thirty years, the number of Dragorn had swelled for the first time in over a millennium. In a single night, Malliath had decimated their ranks, leaving their order dwindling once again.

      There has never been a more powerful dragon, Ilargo said reluctantly. Only Garganafan rivalled his strength, but none have ever matched his rage.

      Gideon dropped his head in despair. Garganafan, the long dead king of the dragons, had perished at the end of The Dark War. There was still a handful of dragons who had lived during those times, Ilargo’s mother among them, but none could match Malliath the voiceless.

      I keep telling myself that all we need to do is break the spell that binds him. Gideon slumped down the wall and sat on the floor. But all I want to do is kill him…

      The Master Dragorn was looking at the spear of Aerilaya as he confessed of the hatred that lived within him. Aerilaya had ruled the Dragorn over a thousand years ago, leading them against Valanis during The Dark War. The weapon was longer than any ordinary spear, designed to be wielded while astride a dragon. Gideon pictured himself plunging that spear into Malliath’s heart.

      There is still hope for him, Ilargo appealed. The Crow controls him - we must remember that.

      Does The Crow control him? Gideon mused. Or did he simply unleash him? We both know that Malliath has it in him; a darkness that could swallow the world.

      The Dragorn save lives before they take them, Ilargo said wisely. Malliath’s life is tied to others now. The spell that binds him to The Crow also binds him to Asher. Should he too be slain for the lives he has taken?

      Asher is… Gideon couldn’t bring himself to argue with the dragon, especially when he knew he was right. Asher is just another victim in all of this, he conceded.

      The Master Dragorn held his head in his hands and slowly rubbed them over his face and beard. He was losing control. Even his thoughts had become skewed under the pressure.

      “Gideon?” Ayana was standing by the railing on the floor above.

      Gideon didn’t want anyone to see him like this, but he couldn’t find the energy to stand up and greet her. The elf made her way down to the bottom tier and examined the mess on the floor. Very carefully, she picked up the ancient prophecies and placed them back on the table.

      “I didn’t think this could happen,” Gideon said, his head resting against the wall. “I thought we were untouchable.”

      Ayana crouched down in front of him. “I am sure all Master Dragorn have thought the same. Elandril underestimated the orcs of his time. Valtyr didn’t think the Darkakin could bring down a dragon. Aerilaya didn’t believe anyone could wield the power Valanis did. We can all be blindsided. Picking ourselves up is what really matters.”

      Gideon couldn’t hold onto the tears that broke free of his glassy eyes. “Can I do this?” he whispered. “Can I really lead the Dragorn? I was barely a man when I decided to bring the order back. I thought it would be an adventure,” he added mockingly. “How many have died because of me?”

      “How many live because of you?” Ayana countered. “Do not lose heart now,” she pleaded. “A leader doesn’t show his quality in a time of peace. It’s what you do now that will define you.”

      Gideon blinked the tears away and gave Ayana a hard look. She was right, of course. Master Dragorn weren’t there to keep things ticking along. They were there to show not only the world, but also the order what it meant to be Dragorn.

      “I know that responsibility weighs heavy,” the elf continued, “but you are the only one who can shoulder it. You are the Gideon—”

      “Don’t,” he begged, holding a hand up. “I’m tired of hearing about the Gideon Thorn like it’s supposed to mean something. I haven’t done anything worthy of note since The War for the Realm.”

      Ayana stood over him. “Whether you like it or not, you are more than just a man, more even than a Dragorn. You represent something the people of Illian need more than anything: hope.”

      Gideon shook his head. “Hope couldn’t stop Malliath from burning Lirian to the ground or killing our kin. The people need something more than hope,” he decided, though, for the first time in thirty years, Gideon doubted he could rise to the challenge.

      “That they do,” came a surprising voice.

      Gideon snapped his head to the right and Ayana dropped a hand onto the hilt of her Vi’tari blade. Standing in the mirror, but not in the room, was the lanky image of The Crow.

      “The people do need something more than hope,” he continued. “I would go so far as to say they need something more than the Dragorn.”

      Gideon would have jumped to his feet if his leg had allowed it. He settled for rising nonetheless and placed himself in front of The Crow.

      “Fear not,” The Crow said, the hint of a smile on his weathered face. “The next Age will be better than those that came before it.”

      “Why are you here?” Gideon asked with venom in his tone.

      “I did tell you that more would die before you and I saw each other again.” The Crow twisted his mouth to stop him from grinning. “Have you counted your dead yet, Master Thorn?”

      Gideon clenched his fist and started forward. He stopped himself from punching the mirror, refusing to rise to the wretch and his poisonous words.

      “You will pay for every Dragorn that has fallen,” he threatened.

      The Crow frowned. “You cannot see past your own,” he countered. “The Dragorn are not the only ones to have died in this war. More suffer as we speak and there are more deaths to come. Yet, you are only driven by the deaths on your little islands. That is why it cannot be left to you, or any of your Dragorn, to lead the world, to keep it safe from the monsters.”

      “Monsters like you?” Gideon spat.

      “There are worse things out there than me in this world. Things beyond your scope or comprehension.”

      Gideon shrugged in disbelief. “So you think the world should be under your protection, then? You think monsters are the only thing that can stand up to other monsters?”

      “Of course not!” The Crow waved the notion away. “Monsters only beget monsters. Verda needs something it has never had before.”

      “And what’s that?” he asked.

      The Crow tilted his head. “You will see.”

      Ayana stepped in beside Gideon. “You are deluded,” she stated as a matter of fact. “You have let loose the orcs, enslaved Malliath, and tormented one of Illian’s greatest heroes. Unless you believe the world will be better under the rule of the orcs, you are—”

      “Greatest heroes?” The Crow interrupted, musing over Ayana’s words. “There are many innocents who have fallen to Asher’s blade who would not call him a hero. And no, I do not believe the world should be ruled by King Karakulak and his ilk. They are foul creatures that should never have been made in the first place.”

      Gideon heard The Crow’s response, but the name stuck in his mind. Karakulak…

      “Then you are simply mad,” Ayana decided. “Nothing good can come of the events you have set in motion.”

      “I have never settled for good. What I have set in motion will be beyond description. But rest assured, it will be the best of worlds. I would warn you not to get in my way, but I think it’s a little late for that.” The Crow peered over their shoulders.

      Gideon turned around and noted the ancient prophecies Ayana had placed back on the table.

      “How long have you been admiring my work?” The Crow enquired.

      “Your work?” Gideon repeated. “Those scrolls are thousands of years old.”

      “Ten thousand,” The Crow replied, “give or take. How many lives have been affected by the Echoes of Fate? How many interpretations were there, I wonder? You are right to keep the new one hidden from prying eyes. Three people read but a few lines of it in a tavern in Lirian, and look how many people have died since. I only hope you can find the answer therein… before it is too late.”

      “You claim to have written these?” Gideon glanced at the scrolls.

      “I do. But you saw me writing them, Master Thorn.” The Crow displayed his wicked smile. “I remember looking back at you, Alijah too.” Gideon didn’t like the way he spoke so familiarly about the half-elf. “It was so long ago, but it only feels like yesterday to me.”

      Gideon didn’t know how The Crow could know such detail, but he knew the man was as mad as they came. “You’re insane,” he said boldly.

      The Crow chuckled to himself. “Insanity, Master Thorn, is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. That is why the Dragorn fail now. You have become as antiquated as the Graycoats. What I am replacing you with will stand for all time.”

      Gideon took a step closer to the mirror. “When I find you, I’m going to—”

      “Two days from now,” The Crow interjected, “I will be on the shore of The Shining Coast, east of The Vrost Mountains. As will King Karakulak and his army of orcs. Until then..” His pale visage and black cloak faded from the mirror, leaving Gideon and Ayana to see themselves.

      The Master Dragorn stared at his reflection blankly. “Why would he tell us that?” he asked aloud, dumbfounded by The Crow’s response.

      “Because he wants us to go there,” Ayana deduced.

      “A trap,” Gideon agreed.

      “It doesn’t matter,” came a voice from above. Rolan Baird made his way down the steps to face them.

      “How long have you been skulking around?” Gideon asked.

      Ignoring his master’s question, Rolan continued, “We can’t afford not to go, especially if this king of orcs is present as well. Think of the damage we could do to their entire army!”

      “It’s not that simple, Rolan,” Gideon warned. “This isn’t the first time The Crow has revealed his plans. We have to assume, however mad he might appear to be, that he has seen the future. If he’s baiting us it’s because he knows he’ll win.”

      Rolan was shaking his head, his frustration evident. “The very sky over our heads is ash, Gideon! The orcs are taking this world and every moment we waste sitting around is a little more of Illian we lose! They’ve already moved on from Velia, heading north to take town after town. We have to act! There are dozens of Dragorn out there, desperate to fight.” Rolan took a breath. “They aren’t looking to you, Gideon. They’re coming to me for answers, because they can see that I’m willing to act.”

      “We will fight back, Rolan,” Gideon assured. “But we have to be smart about it. There’s a reason The Crow wants us out there right after he’s delivered such a blow. He knows we’ll—”

      “He knows we’ll sit on our hands,” Rolan cut in. “I’d say this Crow knows you a little too well. He knows how you think.”

      Ayana added her melodic voice to the argument. “Gideon is right, Rolan; we cannot just charge in. We need to plan first.”

      Rolan sighed. “I think this council is ill-weighted.”

      “You would prefer we wait until Alastir returns from Namdhor?” Ayana asked sceptically.

      “I would prefer, Master Glanduil, that Alise, Jorla, and Garin were still alive to have their say! We should have been mobilised better to begin with. Dragons are an aggressive predator. Why are we denying that side of ourselves?”

      Gideon was suddenly aware of how long it had been since he slept. “I wish the others were here, too, but it is in the interest of lives that we move cautiously. The orcs’ numbers are unknown, Malliath’s whereabouts are unknown, as is Alijah’s. We have to think before we act.”

      “You took the Galfrey boy with you to Velia,” Rolan said. “He’s dead, Gideon. Just like everyone else in that city.”

      The Master Dragorn wanted to lash out and show the councillor he denied nothing of his dragon nature. But it would be words that won the day, not violence.

      “Alijah is alive,” he replied adamantly. “His life is connected to Malliath. He is the key to breaking the bond with Asher and The Crow. I’m sure of it.”

      “What you’re sure of doesn’t fill me with the confidence it used to…” Rolan turned away to leave.

      Ayana stepped in his way. “You will show the appropriate respect,” she said, her tone unwavering.

      Gideon held up his hand. “Ayana, let him go.”

      Rolan offered them both a look that wouldn’t seem out of place on a dragon. “Let me know when you want to start planning our attack.” The councillor left without waiting for a response.

      The fire ignited in Gideon’s veins by The Crow was quenched by Rolan’s lack of faith in him.

      “He’s not wrong,” Ayana said worryingly. “There are those among us who want nothing more than to scorch the earth now. They are angry and hurt and Rolan is the only one guiding them.”

      “Speak your fears,” Gideon said.

      Ayana hesitated. “I fear a schism, a division between our numbers that would see the Dragorn fractured.”

      Gideon recognised that he may have been naive when he decided to put the order back together, but he knew himself to be a wiser man now. “I won’t let that happen,” he promised.

      “Not by staying down here, you won’t,” the elf agreed.

      Gideon blew out a long breath, wondering where he was going to get his energy from. Even Ilargo was grounded with exhaustion, sat on top of the cliff above their heads.

      “Make sure everyone gets some rest tonight,” he told Ayana, “including you. Tomorrow morning, we pick ourselves up and begin strategising for our attack on the coast.”

      The elf bowed her head. “Very good, Master.”

      Without waiting for her to leave, Gideon approached one of the podiums situated around them. He removed the glass case protecting the silvyr gauntlet standing upright and squeezed his hand inside. The inscription on the plaque read, Hammerfist: King Koddun of clan Battleborn.

      “Master?” Ayana watched him walk back to the floor-length mirror.

      “Just redecorating…” Gideon punched the mirror with the gauntlet and cracked the rock behind it.

      Treading over the shattered mirror, the Master Dragorn replaced the gauntlet on the podium and gave Ayana a nod. “Goodnight, Master Glanduil…”
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      Alijah’s head shook from side to side as his dreams descended into nightmares. Malliath’s life flashed through his mind, a collage of fire and blood. Any moments of peace were brief, the memory distorted by violence.

      Without warning, the dragon’s ear-piercing roar ripped through all of his senses and the half-elf woke up with a start. Malliath was still in front of him, waking up from his own slumber.

      The Crow’s sharp voice broke the silence. “Malliath is a piece of history, is he not? Even his own kind don’t know exactly how old he is.” The Crow walked over to the dragon and stroked the dark scales around one of his nostrils. “He was there in the beginning, before Erador birthed man into the world. He witnessed the death of the last Leviathan. Have you seen it yet?” he asked excitedly. “No, of course not,” he answered himself. “It will be quite some time before you can share his older memories, let alone make sense of them.”

      Alijah had no idea what the wizard was talking about, so he kept his mouth shut.

      “You can speak, Alijah,” The Crow encouraged. “The pain is only to harden you, to teach you. Right now, we’re just talking.”

      Alijah looked around, searching the shadowy chamber for Reavers. Only Asher accompanied them, sitting in the dark beside Malliath.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he croaked, his throat dry.

      The Crow nodded, his face one of disappointment. “That’s my fault, I’m afraid. The bond I have cast between Malliath and Asher is unnatural, yet undeniably powerful. In time, all will be as it is meant to be,” he said cryptically.

      Hoping their dialogue would delay whatever pain was to come, Alijah did his best to focus on what was being said. “You keep talking about Erador. What is that?”

      “You are getting stronger,” The Crow replied in delight. “Even through the pain and torment, your senses are able to observe your surroundings. Very good…”

      The Crow paced the cell between the dragon and the rogue, his eyes examining his hand dusted by the ash that fell lightly from the sky and drifted into the room. Alijah had noticed the ash replace the snow days earlier: however, he lacked the energy or the care to wonder why.

      “Erador is our past and your future, Alijah,” The Crow began. “Erador is where mankind built their first kingdom.”

      “I’ve never heard of it.” Alijah tried to adjust his position, his arms still chained over his head, but the pain exploding across his ribs was enough to keep him perfectly still.

      “There’s no one alive that has, well, except for the three of us.” The Crow gestured to Alijah and Malliath. “Thousands of years ago, when Atilan decided to expand his kingdom, he marched his vast armies east, over The Whispering Mountains of Dhenaheim, and south of Vengora, into the north of Illian. With no one to challenge him, the realm was his. From there, he moved east again, his sights set on Ayda. Of course, The First War prevented any great expansion across The Adean.”

      Alijah couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “We came from somewhere else?” he said, shaking his head.

      “I told you, Alijah; every word I speak is truth. I would not lie to you.”

      “Why has no one been there?” He choked on his last word and fell into a coughing fit.

      The Crow waited for the rogue’s full attention. “Erador is cut off from Illian. The Hox, an ocean twice as big as The Adean and filled with monsters hungry for foolish sailors, lies between the two shores. In the north, the dwarven kingdom has grown across Dhenaheim, a land of mountains few would dare to journey through. Beyond that lies The Dread Wood, the tundras of Storm’s Reach, and The Broken Mountains. It is not a path easily taken, to say the least.”

      Alijah stared at The Crow, aware that he was far older than he appeared, and he appeared old.

      Resurrected by The Black Hand that had followed his teachings and instructions, the wizard had spent ten thousand years in the ground. The dark mages had been waiting for the right time, a time ordained by The Crow himself before he plunged a dagger into his own heart. Having missed ten thousand years of history, he couldn’t have witnessed much, but he had lived in The First Kingdom, something no one else could claim.

      “You have been there?” Alijah asked. “Or you’ve seen it in one of your… visions?”

      “I have never been there,” The Crow answered honestly. “My life was bound to The Citadel, a slave for the priests of The Echoes. Erador was known to all, however, just as Ayda is known to the people of Illian. We knew that the kingdom still thrived there, even if Atilan chose to live in Illian.”

      Had Alijah possessed any real energy, he would have been excited by the revelation. As he was, any thought of travelling to this forgotten land was buried under his pain and suffering.

      “Just another graveyard…” he mused, despair creeping into the half-elf’s mind. “It’s all that’s left of your world… isn’t it? I won’t let you turn this one… into a…” Alijah couldn’t find the strength to continue, his head beginning to spin.

      The Crow was suddenly in front of him, his hand lifting Alijah’s chin. “Your body can withstand almost anything. It’s your mind that you have to convince. You once used your connection with Malliath to break free of these chains. Draw on that strength again. Pick yourself up,” he hissed.

      All he felt from Malliath was rage. A great hatred bubbled beneath the surface and clawed at his skin. Without meaning to, Alijah snapped forward and bared his teeth at The Crow. His chains were pulled taut until the manacles cut into his wrists. He felt no pain, only anger.

      “Why are you doing this?” he demanded with an edge to his voice. “You want me to be some king! You say I will be the one to bring about everlasting peace! You claim to want that yourself, for the sake of the people! Yet you have unleashed death on a scale Illian has never seen! WHY?” Tears ran down his cheeks and over his matted hair.

      The Crow’s cold gaze inspected every inch of Alijah’s face before settling on his eyes. “If you want change, you have to invite chaos,” he whispered. “You need moulding. Your time here will change the way you think. Those thoughts will become words, those words will become actions. Your actions will build your character, the character of a king, a good king. When it is your time, you will see the bigger picture as I have. You will see that the lives sacrificed now were worth it for the generations to come.”

      “No!” Alijah spat, his breath ragged. “I won’t rule a kingdom on a foundation of bones!”

      The Crow stepped back. “Every kingdom is built on the bones of those who came before. This is the way of things.”

      “You’re mad!” the rogue yelled as Malliath’s power began to fade from his muscles.

      The Crow turned his back on Alijah and wandered closer to Malliath. “No great mind has ever existed without a touch of madness. Mine is no exception, I’m sure.”

      A single knock on the cell door took the wizard’s attention. “Ah, perfect timing. Fitting, is it not, that today’s lesson is one of sacrifice?”

      Alijah began to shuffle in his chains, his heart pounding at the thought of another lesson. He wanted to get away, to run and hide and be left alone.

      “Come now, Alijah,” The Crow beckoned. “Our little chat couldn’t go on forever. This time is precious. Enter!” he commanded.

      Three Reavers entered the cell, each dragging a person behind them. The first yanked a young woman up, presenting her to Alijah, before kicking her in the back of the knee and dropping her to the floor. The second two followed the Reaver’s lead and dropped their prisoners in front of him.

      The rogue couldn’t help but make comparisons to his sister. The young woman on his right had ringlets of long dark hair and angular cheeks. Even her eyes were blue, just as Inara’s were. The other two prisoners, a man and a woman, held no resemblance to family or friend, but they were young, in their late teens perhaps.

      “Sacrifice…” The Crow repeated. “The mark of any good man, not just a king, is his willingness to sacrifice that which he holds dear for the sake of others.”

      Alijah’s eyes wandered over the three prisoners and lingered on the young woman who looked like Inara. He didn’t know what was coming, but he knew there would be blood before it was over.

      “A time will come,” the wizard continued, “when the ones you love the most stand in your way. They won’t understand the importance of your task or the weight on your shoulders. They will stand between you and peace.” The Crow came to stand beside Inara’s doppelgänger. “Those you love,” he placed his bony hands on her shoulders, “and those you serve…” he turned to the couple, wedged between the Reavers.

      Alijah’s eyes glazed with fresh tears as he realised what The Crow was doing. “I won’t do it!” he yelled. “You can’t make me choose!”

      “Kill but one and save the many,” The Crow purred. “If you cannot make this choice then all will perish,” the wizard promised. “You uphold peace! It is a fragile thing in need of constant care. When the few wish to trample it, who but you can stand against them? Their strong king and his dragon!”

      “No…” Alijah groaned. “I won’t do it. You won’t break me!”

      “Break you?” The Crow echoed. “I’m building you up. I know you will make the right choice, I have already seen it. You just need to say the words.”

      Alijah wiped his face against his arm. “You think… you know everything.”

      The Crow sighed. “A wise man never knows all. Only a fool claims to know everything.”

      The rogue would have spat on The Crow and his words if he had had the saliva to spare. “I’m not playing your games.”

      The wizard’s hairless eyebrows rose up into his head. “Games, you say?” The Crow stepped forward and gripped Alijah roughly by the hair. “GAMES?” he bellowed in his face. “The ways of your youth are over, dead, gone! There is no place for games in your future nor selfishness! What you, and you alone, stand for will keep the darkness at bay! This is no game, boy, but life itself.” The wizard stepped back and composed himself. “What is lesson one?” he asked.

      Alijah tried to ignore the pain in his scalp and recall the lesson word for word. “Men may die… kingdoms may rise and fall… but an idea lives on.”

      “An idea, a symbol of hope and peace. Can a symbol be corrupted? Can an idea ever be quashed? You will be more than a man. Through strength and fear, if you must, you will maintain peace. You will keep your people alive!” The Crow turned back to stand behind the young woman. “Now, will the love you have for those you hold dear corrupt what you stand for? Will you let countless innocents die to hold onto that love?”

      Alijah looked from the woman to the couple, his mind racing. How could he do this? How could he choose?

      “Their time is running out, Alijah. Every second you hesitate your control diminishes. Choose!”

      The Reavers pulled their short-swords free and pointed them at the couple. The Crow remained by the young woman’s side, his wand nowhere in sight.

      Alijah pulled against his chains and called out in his mind, hoping that Malliath would respond in some way, any way. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t choose.

      The Crow faced his Reavers. “Kill them.”

      “Wait!” Alijah cried. “Just… wait.” His breath became a pant and his lips stuck together. “Her,” he mumbled. “Kill her…”

      The young woman whimpered, her terror mounting to a scream, but The Crow pinched her shoulder. “Ssh…” he uttered softly. “I knew you had the strength to make the right choice,” he said proudly. “However, you hesitated, Alijah. Were this the real world, you would have lost everything.” The wizard flicked his wrist at the Reavers. “Kill them.”

      “NO!” Alijah’s protest, no matter how loud, could not prevent the Reavers from cutting the pair down. It was quick and precise, the couple slain before they knew what was happening.

      Alijah tried to vomit but with an empty stomach he managed only a great heave. The rogue looked up through blurry eyes and blinked until he could see Inara’s lookalike. She was petrified, on her knees, and sobbing. The poor woman dared not move a muscle.

      Only a gasp escaped Alijah’s lips when Malliath lurched forward and snatched the woman up in his powerful jaws. A single crunch and swallow and the woman was gone forever.

      Alijah couldn’t even cry, his energy spent. The half-elf hung limply in his chains and stared at the stone floor, his mind shattering into pieces.

      The Crow appeared by his side, his voice a soft and soothing balm. “Do not fall into that abyss, Alijah. Don’t convince yourself that you’re not strong enough to withstand the storm. When you are ready, you will realise that you are the storm.”

      The wizard walked away, halting only when Alijah’s voice croaked, “I don’t know how I’m going to get out of this. But I know… I will.”

      “Keep that fire, Alijah. It’s the only warmth you’ll ever know.” The Crow turned to the Reavers and ordered, “Leave the bodies here. They will be a reminder of today’s lesson.” With a dead stare, the wizard met Alijah’s eyes and said, “Sacrifice without hesitation. My servants here will see to it that you receive the correct amount of pain to assist your memory.”

      Alijah closed his eyes tight, hopelessly wishing it all away.

      The Crow paused on his way out. “I will be leaving for a few days. Asher and Malliath too. Take the time to dwell on who you were… and who you want to become.”

      “Where are you going?” Alijah asked, concerned that The Crow was about to unleash Malliath and Asher on the world again.

      “I go where I must.” The ancient wizard looked back with half a smile. “I am preparing your kingdom, Alijah. But, in the end, you must be the one to take it.”
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            Silvyr Hall

          

        

      

    

    
      North of Vengora, deep into Dhenaheim, Doran Heavybelly pulled hard on the reins of his Warhogs, bringing the cart to an abrupt stop. The Whispering Mountains lined the horizon, their snow-capped peaks marking the farthest edge of dwarven territory.

      High on a ridge, the son of Dorain had the most spectacular view in all the realm. He looked out on the flat land that surrounded the gargantuan crater, where the silvyr star had struck the earth thousands of years ago.

      It was not the great hole in the ground that captured the dwarf’s attention, but what sat on the lip of the crater. Silvyr Hall, the only kingdom in Dhenaheim situated above ground, stood tall, its spires and walls of shining silvyr reflecting the sun like a mirror. At night, under the glow of the moon, it was even more beautiful as the walls took on the appearance of diamonds.

      The crater itself was a web of mining activity, filled with cranes, lifts, and no end of walkways and hanging ropes. Sprawled all around its edge, on the flat land, were massive camps of miners, markets, and soldiers.

      Below the ridge, Doran could see the road that cut through the valley. From his vantage, it looked like a line of ants were travelling back and forth, carrying their foraged goods. To avoid so many, he had been careful to stick to the high ridgeline and stay off that beaten track for as long as possible.

      “Why have we stopped?” Nathaniel hissed from under the tarpaulin.

      Doran rolled his eyes. “I told ye not to make a sound!”

      “We’ve been under here for most of the last two days, Doran!” Nathaniel argued. “My back is beginning to change shape…”

      Doran sighed. “Humans…” he mumbled. “I’m jus’ gettin’ the lay o’ the land,” he explained.

      The dwarf groaned again when he heard the tarpaulin come off and the crates knock together. Nathaniel climbed out of the cart and immediately began to stretch his limbs and neck. Much to Doran’s dismay, the old knight was soon followed by Reyna and Petur.

      “What’re ye all doin’?” he blurted, his head swivelling every which way to check their surroundings.

      Having been huddled together, the three entered the crisp mountain air with rosy cheeks. Only at night, when Doran had been forced to stop, had he joined them inside the cart, making it all the more cramped.

      Wrapped in more furs than all of them, Petur Devron was the first to feel the bite of the cold. “How can any people live in a place so desolate?” he commented, shivering.

      “Some bloody scholar o’ dwarves ye are…” Doran remarked, shaking his shaggy blond head. “Does that look desolate to ye?” he asked, gesturing to the view on the other side of the cart.

      The three moved around the Warhogs and stood in silence as the majesty of Silvyr Hall held their gaze.

      “It’s… not what I expected,” Reyna admitted.

      Nathaniel squinted at the shining kingdom. “I can barely look at it.”

      “Aye, that’s the Battleborns for ye,” Doran replied, seated above them. “Whole thing’s made o’ silvyr. No windows either,” he added. “Old King Uthrad likes to think o’ it as a mountain in itself.”

      “It’s certainly big enough to be counted among mountains,” Petur agreed.

      “Look at the size of that crater,” Nathaniel whistled. “You could fit every kingdom in Illian inside of it. How deep does it go?”

      “Pretty deep,” Doran answered. “The Battleborns ’ave been minin’ down into it for millennia. An’ would the three o’ ye stay low, for the love o’ Grarfath! We’re surrounded by me kin an’ ye three are stood there gawpin’ like morons!”

      Taking his rather blunt advice, the three companions dropped a little lower and hugged the edge of the ridge.

      “Have you been here before, Doran?” Reyna asked.

      “Aye, but I was only a babe. King Uthrad invited us when Dak was born. Uthrad invites all the new heirs under the guise of peace but, really, he’s jus’ lettin’ the other kings know that their prince has his blessin’ to live.”

      “He sounds like a piece of work,” Nathaniel decided.

      “Not really,” Petur responded casually. “He’s just a king, the king really. Dwarves are naturally territorial and protective of not only what’s theirs, but where they stand in the world. King Uthrad stands at the very top…”

      “Ye’re both right,” Doran said, reaching for the smoke pipe he had discovered amongst the cart’s wares.

      “What is our plan, Doran?” Reyna enquired, her elven eyes resting on the procession of dwarves moving in and out of the sprawling markets and camps.

      The son of Dorain lit his pipe and smacked his lips against the polished wood. “Oh, that’s easy, me Lady. All we ’ave to do is make our way down to the road, join the queue, pass through the checkpoint without losin’ our heads, make our way through that mess, circumnavigate that bloody great hole an’ enter Silvyr Hall…” The dwarf blew out the smoke. “Then it’s a simple matter o’ locatin’ the archives, gettin’ inside, again without losin’ our heads, an’ findin’ the information we need.”

      Petur swallowed hard. “We’re all going to die…”

      “Aye, ye’re probably right. But if we stay ’ere, me own clan will catch us up an’ kill us slow. They ’ave to know we’ve escaped Karak-Nor by now.”

      Nathaniel scrambled back from the ridge and made his way towards the back of the cart again. “If the odds were ever in our favour, I’d start to become suspicious,” he quipped.
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      Making a wide loop of the valley, so as not to be seen descending from the mountains, Doran brought their cart into line with the hundreds of others who journeyed here to trade and mine.

      Despite his anonymity, the son of Dorain pulled his hood around him so that only his braided blond beard spilled out. With his pipe providing a continuous cloud of smoke in front of his face, Doran felt he blended into the rabble of merchants around him quite well.

      Giving the occasional nod to those that passed him on the road, Doran tried to maintain a sense of calm as he approached the checkpoint manned by Battleborns. Just beyond them, to the north, lay a camp of at least eight hundred of King Uthrad’s army, their duty to guard the crater.

      Stuck behind another merchant, the Warhogs grew restless and snorted. “Easy, boys…” he said in dwarvish.

      After those in front were granted entry, Doran ushered the cart to bring him alongside the Battleborn soldier. Clad from head to toe in silvyr armour, the guard was as close to invincible as a dwarf could get.

      “I’m going to have to check your cart,” the Battleborn stated, making his way to the back. “State your business!” he demanded.

      “I’m here to invade!” Doran replied sarcastically, saying what he could to halt the guard in his tracks. “What does it look like I’m here for? I’m to trade.”

      The guard eyed the cart suspiciously. “What are you trading?”

      “Right now, I’m trading words with a halfwit and losing profit for it!”

      The guard stomped back to face Doran. “You’ll lose more than profit if you don’t answer my question.”

      Doran retrieved the trading medallion from his belt and flashed it at the guard. “What I trade’s my own business, so says this here medallion.” The guard scrutinised the round coin. “Unless you want to challenge the guild…” Doran added.

      The guard huffed and stepped back. “We’ve had problems with illegal miners. Any silvyr mined here must be taxed!”

      With his pipe still in his mouth, Doran shot back, “I’m not here to mine. You can keep your precious silvyr. My business is the finest pipe weed in all of Dhenaheim!” The dwarf thumbed over his shoulder towards his cart.

      The guard wasn’t looking as convinced as Doran would have liked. He gripped the reins of the Warhogs, preparing to whip them into a run.

      “What’s the damned hold up?” came a cry from farther back in the queue. It was quickly followed by a dozen more, each sounding more hostile than the last.

      The Battleborn groaned and gestured to the markets. “Be on your way then…”

      Doran nodded his appreciation and guided the Warhogs into the noisy crowds. Canvas tents dominated the makeshift town, each stall selling much the same. The close quarters and competitiveness provided a rowdy and tumultuous atmosphere. Trades and insults were bartered either side of Doran, some aimed at him and his bulky cart.

      One particular smell grabbed at his attention and drew him towards a large open tent on his left. Under the cover, a tavern had been set up and walled off with kegs of ale. Doran could smell the beers and ciders and he licked his lips. How long had it been since he had tasted dwarven alcohol?

      Don’t get distracted, you old fool… he reminded himself.

      What did bring a welcome smile to his face were the children playing between the stalls. He had forgotten how adorable his younger kin could be. An odd question popped into his head, one that he had never taken the time to ponder before. If he had remained in Grimwhal, would he have children of his own by now?

      The wife might not have been of his choosing, but he couldn’t have helped but love his children were he to have had any. This train of thought threatened to take Doran down a path he didn’t have time to muse over. Their errand was grave and their surroundings dangerous; thinking about his solitary life would have to wait.

      Their progress was slow, but the Warhogs ploughed through the mud and weaved between the markets to reach the lip of the crater. Doran dared to lean over the side of his seat and peer down at the impressive hole. The sound of tools striking rock and the singing of ancient songs echoed off the walls. It was a very different mine compared to Karak-Nor.

      Perched on the edge of the crater, Silvyr Hall grew tall as Doran began to pass into its shadow. The city had expanded over the years and now extended into the crater itself, like the claw of a bird clinging to a wall.

      Its towering stature aside, Uthrad’s kingdom of silvyr was smaller than Grimwhal and, indeed, most of the dwarven cities. Its true size, however, was hidden from view, burrowed into the ground around the crater itself. With that in mind, Doran began to wonder how they were going to locate the archives…

      Along his route, more than one person tried to take advantage of the dwarf’s blind spots and sneak a peek under the cart’s tarpaulin. Keeping his head on a swivel, Doran threatened a beating to any who touched his wares.

      The sun was beginning to wane by the time the Warhogs had traversed the edge of the crater and navigated the mob of merchants. Silvyr Hall’s shining walls and main gate provided the next dilemma.

      Doran picked an open space on the outer rim of the markets, careful to position the back of the cart away from the hubbub. The stout dwarf stood up in his seat and cracked his back, taking a moment to assess what lay before them.

      There would be no scaling the wall. There wasn’t a piece of climbing equipment in the world that could find purchase on silvyr. The main gates were the obvious entry point but, while the road leading in and out was far quieter than their route through the markets, those passing through were easily watched. Then there were the numerous soldiers standing guard.

      A female dwarf, collecting fabrics from one of her crates, paused as she took note of Doran standing on his cart. The son of Dorain ceased his stretching and offered her a friendly nod, hoping to dismiss her curious expression.

      “It’s taken me that long to get here I’m losing the light,” he called out to her. “Think I’ll open shop tomorrow instead!”

      The female dwarf picked up her fabric and returned to the front of her stall without a reply.

      Doran hopped off the cart and made his way to the back, where three uncomfortable people looked back at him. “Stay in ’ere for the moment,” he whispered. “I need to unload some o’ these boxes an’ make meself look legitimate.”

      They kept their groans to themselves as Doran heaved the boxes out one by one. The dwarf constructed a wall out of the crates, lining them up beside the cart and curving them round. With an extra tarpaulin, previously used by the three as a third blanket, the wall was covered, providing shelter from any prying eyes.

      Nathaniel climbed out and bowed his head to stop it from poking above the cover. “Couldn’t you have made it a little higher?”

      Doran raised an eyebrow. “Why would a dwarf need it to be any higher?”

      Nathaniel took a seat on one of the crates. “Fair point…” he conceded.

      Petur hugged the wall of boxes and looked out through the cracks. “How fantastic!” he babbled in his mad way.

      Doran frowned. “A minute ago ye were thinkin’ we were gonna’ die.”

      “We’re actually here though!” the scholar proclaimed as quietly as he could. “The crowning jewel of Dhenaheim! They’re not going to believe this at The All-Tower.”

      “It is impressive.” Reyna admired the magnificent city, crouching beside Petur. “I don’t suppose you happened to visit the archives when you were a child, did you?”

      “I must ’ave missed that part o’ the tour,” Doran replied dryly, his words matching his sour mood. “Ye know, a couple o’ days ago, this seemed like the right thin’ to do, a good thin’ for the realm an’ all that. But now that we’re ’ere, standin’ in the shadow o’ the beast… I’m startin’ to wonder who’s more the fool, ye for suggestin’ it or me for followin’ ye?”

      “Why can’t we all be fools?” Nathaniel asked, glancing at his wife with a cheeky grin.

      Reyna turned to the group, her voice low. “If preventing a war between Dhenaheim and Illian requires a fool, then call me a fool. I have already lived through one war and it was more than enough for my immortal life.”

      Petur’s lanky form was perched on the end of the cart. “You’re ambassadors, aren’t you? Can you not just present yourselves as such. Tell them you’re here for diplomatic reasons that could prevent a war…”

      Doran added his own expression of ridicule to the Galfreys’. “No more suggestions from ye,” the dwarf said.

      “Nothing is impenetrable,” Reyna said, her focus back on their infiltration. “Everything has a weakness.”

      “Ye sound like Asher.” Doran chuckled. “If he was ’ere right now, he’d already be returnin’ with the key to the archives.”

      Nathaniel offered the smile of a man who still held onto grief. “True enough,” he agreed. “Reyna isn’t wrong, though. Be it human, elf or dwarf, we’re not perfect. No one can make a flawless design.”

      “O’ ye own kind I would agree,” Doran replied offhandedly. “But, Silvyr Hall was made by dwarven hands, lad. The best minds o’ me kin conceived o’ it! There’s no magic that can blast through its walls or open its doors. Hell, we don’ even ’ave a ladder tall enough to climb up.”

      Reyna reached for her bow in the cart. “What about this?”

      Doran sighed. “Aye, it might scratch the silvyr, maybe even dent it. But it won’ open a hole big enough to stuff a cat through. Then there’s the noise it would bloody make…”

      “What about gaining access via the mines?” Nathaniel suggested. “A portion of the city resides inside, yes?”

      “Technically, ye could get into Silvyr Hall from a variety o’ access ways an’ tunnels inside the mine, but that crater is the only place better guarded than Silvyr Hall itself!”

      Reyna crossed her arms and cupped her chin in thought, refusing to give in. “So how do four people sneak into the most protected city in all of Dhenaheim?” she mused aloud.

      Doran glanced at Petur and scoffed. “Ye mean three an’ a half!”
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            The Hole in the Wall

          

        

      

    

    
      Vighon Draqaro retraced the alleyways of his past life, taking the back route through Namdhor’s gothic structures. Since the arrival of refugees from three other kingdoms, the icy passages between buildings had become packed with huddling strays. It reminded the northman of his own homeless period, wandering the streets of Skystead.

      Upon sighting a mother with her small son, the pair wrapped in ragged blankets, Vighon couldn’t help but stop and offer aid. Crouching in front of them, he could see they were from Grey Stone, their resolve in the ice and snow rivalling the natives of the north.

      “Here, take this.” He held out his hand, showing the mother a few coins. “It’s all I have, but it will get you both a hot meal and better blankets.”

      The mother’s eyes twitched nervously from the coins in his hand to the scars that ran over his forehead and across the corner of his right eye. Along with his sword and padded gambeson, he realised he must appear quite the formidable sight to the protective mother.

      “It’s alright,” he coaxed, flattening his hand. “Take it and get him something to eat.”

      The mother’s dirty hand tentatively reached out from within the blankets. Then, she quickly snatched the coins and recoiled back into the warmth of their huddle.

      Vighon stood back and watched them leave the alleyway, making certain no one tried to rob them. His charity, however, had caught the attention of others in need. The northman held up his hands in apology and backed out of the alley. There was only so much he could do.

      At the bottom of Namdhor’s towering slope, before the lower town could dominate the flat ground, Vighon came across the old house he had been looking for.

      Clearly abandoned, the house was a shell of its former self, though the northman had never seen its original splendour. He approached from the side alley and walked around the back of the house, where the hole in the wall was exposed to the elements and The King’s Lake.

      Just as there had always been, a small group of men stood impatiently in the freezing cold, waiting their turn to enter. The one preventing them from stepping inside was a typical thug The Ironsworn liked to employ. With his thick arms crossed over his chest and an entire face of tattoos, the doorman was the perfect deterrent to any and all who weren’t welcome.

      The important thing was; Vighon didn’t recognise the man. He hoped the thug was new and therefore wouldn’t know of him either.

      “I’ve been waiting since the Second Age!” one of the men argued. “I’ve got the coin, when can I go in?”

      The thug snorted and kept his eyes on the lake. “Told you; it’s too full.”

      “This is outrageous!” another replied, his attire betraying his superior wealth.

      The Ironsworn didn’t budge. “The only way you’re getting inside is if I let you or I throw you in the circle.”

      That silenced their impatient protests and Vighon couldn’t blame their sudden change in attitude. If there was one place you didn’t want to be in Namdhor, it was inside the circle.

      Vighon took a breath and strode towards them with the same confidence he used to have in this city. The thug clocked him immediately and unfolded his arms. The northman didn’t miss the large dagger on the doorman’s belt, where his hand now hovered.

      “There’s a wait,” he declared.

      Vighon lifted his left arm and pulled some of his sleeve out of his vambrace. The thug inspected The Ironsworn tattoo criss-crossing down the underside of his arm.

      “I don’t know you,” the thug said, his suspicions raised.

      “I’ve just arrived from Dunwich,” Vighon lied. “There’s a few of us,” he added, gesturing over his shoulder to the empty alleyway.

      “What you doing here, then?” the thug enquired bluntly.

      “I wish I knew,” Vighon shrugged. “The boss sent word that he wanted the ranks bolstering. Can’t blame him either since every man and his dog just turned up.”

      The thug still wasn’t budging. “The boss?” he asked, his hand now fully resting on the hilt of his dagger.

      Vighon thumbed up the slope. “Arlon, of course.” As soon as the name left his lips, the northman regretted his response. It was a stupid mistake since he had already assumed that Godrick Cross had taken over The Ironsworn’s day to day activities.

      “No one says that name,” the thug said ominously.

      “Well, shit…”

      Vighon shot out his right hand and caught the thug in his throat, taking his breath away. His left hand dropped onto the man’s hand, keeping the dagger firmly inside its sheath. A swift kick to the leg dropped the bigger man to his knee, allowing Vighon to get all of his weight behind a violent shove. The thug’s head bounced off the broken stone and he fell back into the decrepit house.

      The northman adjusted his fur cloak and turned to the small crowd of men. “It looks like there’s room after all.” He held his arm out to the narrow passage inside the house. “It’ll still cost you,” he added quickly, happy to relieve them of their coin.

      Leaving the doorman to sleep off his injuries, Vighon followed the small crowd into the house and down into the basement. More Ironsworn hovered just beyond the entrance and stood to block the new arrivals. Using the confusion, Vighon slipped to the side and passed through the edge of the mob, fading into the cheering audience.

      The basement was vast, the hollow dug well into Namdhor’s slope. The Ironsworn had cleared out the rubble years ago and replaced the storage with rows of benches that almost touched the high ceiling. In the centre of the baying audience was a simple white circle painted over the damp stone.

      When Vighon had first been initiated into the gang, Arlon had forced him to work every job in every establishment.

      “You can’t just run things,” his father had said, “you have to know how they’re run…”

      It had been Vighon’s job, once upon a time, to paint that circle regularly, lest it be concealed under blood. Looking between the crowded heads, between the stands, he could see a young boy crouched on the other side of the circle, a bucket of white paint in one hand and a brush in the other.

      The boy was gone in a flash of fists when the two combatants came between them. The men were hulking mountains of muscle, their heads shaved and arms layered in tattoos. The closer had the mark of The Ironsworn tattooed down his spine.

      Vighon was early, he realised. This was the first fight of the evening, a show fight more than anything to get the crowds in the mood for blood. When their frenzy hit its crescendo, they would make terrible bets and gamble away their coin, filling The Ironsworn’s coffers.

      Sweat and blood sprayed across the audience and they cheered all the more. A loud slap preceded the fall of a combatant, his jaw misshapen and his teeth scattered around the floor.

      Vighon leaned against the stands and tried to blend in, afraid that the jostling crowd would force him to the very edge of the circle.

      Then he saw him…

      Godrick Cross stepped into view from outside the circle and held up the hand of the winner. The crowd went mad and stamped their feet as Cross paraded the fighter. No one took any notice of the loser, who was dragged away by his wrists. Vighon knew he would be well compensated for his part in the fight, if he ever woke up.

      “Do you want more?” Cross bellowed, always happiest when he was in his element.

      Vighon had watched the older man fight inside the circle many times and had never seen him be dragged away. It was clear to see, even dressed, that he hadn’t allowed time to get in the way of maintaining a muscled physique.

      Responding to his question, the surrounding crowds cheered for more bloodshed, waving their small bags of coins in the air.

      “That’s good to hear!” Cross shouted back, grinning from ear to ear. “We’ve got quite the night ahead of us, gentlemen! Besides our fellow Namdhorians, we have a few fighters from the south joining us today!” Cross pointed his finger at the shirtless man just outside the circle, a native of The Arid Lands by the colour of his skin. “The question is,” Cross continued, “can the viper of the sands stand up to the giants of The Ice Vales?” Another fighter stepped forward, a much bigger man by comparison. “Tonight, Grey Stone goes up against Tregaran! Whoever wins will face Rek!” he added, holding up The Ironsworn’s hand again.

      Vighon thrust his hand into the air and cheered with the crowd. Inside, he felt like burning the whole place to the ground. The fighters wouldn’t be going up against one another, as Cross had said. The truth was; only one would walk out of the circle. The rules were simple; kill your opponent or cripple them beyond any ability to fight. The latter was often a death sentence in itself.

      The northman could still see the faces of every man he had faced inside the circle…

      With the crowd suitably riled up, Godrick Cross left Rek by the edge of the circle and disappeared between the stands on the other side. Just out of sight, Vighon knew there to be a collection of small rooms where Ironsworn could do business.

      There was no way Vighon would be able to make it through the crowds and around the circle with so many jostling shoulder to shoulder. Hoping to avoid the gang members who made their way through the crowds, collecting bets, the northman turned around in the hope of sneaking through the back of the tiered stands.

      There was a commotion by the main door, giving Vighon cause to linger behind two of the patrons. They had discovered the doorman, it seemed. An Ironsworn whom Vighon recognised, but couldn’t name, issued a series of commands, sending a handful of thugs into the crowds.

      Two of them were now walking towards him.

      Vighon turned his back to them and made straight for the bar, built into the side of the basement. Keeping his head low, feigning interest in one of his newly acquired bags of coins, the northerner waited until the thugs had passed him by.

      “What can I do you for?” the barman asked, bringing Vighon’s attention to the variety of alcoholic drinks on the adjacent wall.

      Noting one of the thugs pause close by, Vighon looked away, down the bar, and pointed to a particular keg of ale. “I’ll take a pint of the Golden…”

      With no more Ironsworn in sight, Vighon collected his tankard and headed towards the back of the stands. It took some doing to weave between the men and the bet collectors without spilling all of his drink.

      Still, he made it to the back of the stands without fuss. Now all he had to do was find Cross and ask him a couple of questions. It sounded so simple in his head…

      “Oi, you!” came a call from behind.

      Vighon stopped but kept his back to the man. Behind the stalls, away from the circle, there was a degree of privacy. There wasn’t, however, much room to draw a blade.

      “There’s no swords allowed down here!” the man barked at him. “How did you—”

      Vighon turned on the man and spat a mouthful of Golden Ale in the thug’s face. The Ironsworn recoiled and attempted to wipe his eyes, but Vighon brought his tankard down on the man’s balding head, splitting the skin and knocking him down to his knees. Abandoning the tankard, the northman used both hands to slam the thug’s head into the wall.

      As quickly as he could, Vighon rolled the unconscious body under the stands, hiding the man amongst the old boxes and litter. Hopefully, he thought, the shadows would conceal him long enough to reach Cross.

      Finally on the side with the small rooms, Vighon ignored the ongoing fight and paused by a tired red door. There was no guard keeping watch, but why would there be? Who would ever be stupid enough to challenge Godrick Cross?

      Cracking the door open an inch, Vighon waited to see if anyone approached from the other side. With the ruckus behind him, it was impossible to listen for any occupants.

      After a quick scan of his surroundings, Vighon opened the door just wide enough to slip himself through. The walls offered little in the way of a buffer to the cheering crowds outside. The northman made it no more than five steps before the door opened behind him and then another door on the other side of the room.

      “Good evening, Vighon.” Godrick Cross flashed the cocky smile of a man surrounded by allies.

      Vighon stepped to the side, searching for enough space to draw his sword. He pulled the steel an inch from its scabbard before Cross held up his hand and tutted.

      “Let’s do a simple headcount before you go swinging that thing around, eh?” Cross glanced over his men. “You might have skill, boy, but you don’t have the numbers.”

      Vighon already knew how he was going to kill the nearest two, but the remaining six, plus Cross, provided him with too many variables in such a cramped space. He didn’t let go of the hilt, but he allowed the blade to drop back into the scabbard.

      “You always were a clever boy,” Cross continued, his smug grin returning. “Now, out of respect for your daddy, and old times sake, I’m not going to hurt your face.”

      Vighon felt the breath flee his lungs when the closest thug hammered his gut with a solid fist. He choked and doubled over in pain, struggling to stay on his feet. Through the strands of his dark hair, he saw Godrick’s head snap to the thug who had punched him.

      “What was that about?” he asked.

      The thug appeared somewhat sheepish. “You said you weren’t going to hurt his face…”

      Cross casually wandered over and stood in front of the much bigger thug. “I did say that, didn’t I? I said I wasn’t going to hurt his face. I didn’t say anything about you hitting him, did I?”

      The big man stumbled over his words. “I just thought…”

      Cross held up his hands. “The world is dangerous enough without you going around thinking all over the place. Just stand there and look like a mean bastard, alright?”

      “Aye, boss,” the thug replied happily.

      Cross’s face dropped. “On second thoughts, why don’t you lie down and look like a mean bastard.”

      Despite being smaller in stature, Godrick still managed to jump up and headbutt the big man. Their skulls collided and the thug dropped like a stone.

      Turning his attention back on Vighon, who had yet to straighten up, Cross held out his arms apologetically. “I’m sorry about that, Vighon. Since you left our little band of brothers it has become increasingly hard to find good help.”

      Just as Vighon lifted his chin, Godrick landed a blow to his ribs and then a second to his gut. Vighon, leaning back into the wall, choking and coughing, was incapable of preventing Cross from unbuckling his sword belt.

      “I’m afraid there’s no weapons allowed down here.” He handed the blade to one of his men, never taking his eyes off Vighon. “I remember you as a ballsy son of a whore, but coming down here after the way you left is something else, boy.”

      Vighon remembered well his parting gift to The Ironsworn. Defying his orders, the northman had freed Alijah Galfrey from their clutches and hacked his way through everyone who got in his way. It was either that or watch them torture and kill his oldest friend for nothing more than cheating at cards.

      Looking up at Cross, Vighon managed half a smile. “I’ve always wondered how many walked away in the end.”

      Godrick sneered and yanked him up by his collar, pinning him to the wall. “You left two alive that day, boy, but neither of them has done any walking since.”

      His head lolling slightly, Vighon flashed a whole smile. “Shame…”

      Three more fists ploughed into his stomach in quick succession. When Cross stepped back, Vighon could do nothing but slump to the floor. From the increase in cheers outside, it sounded as if the latest fight had come to an end.

      “Pick him up,” Cross ordered the others.

      Vighon found himself being lifted by rough hands and pinned back to the wall again. He had forgotten how hard Godrick could throw a punch.

      Settling into the chair behind the only desk in the room, Cross put his feet up and relaxed. “You sought me out, boy. Why?”

      Vighon coughed one last time and composed himself. “I have… questions.”

      “Do you now…” Cross eyed him with greater curiosity. “Does your daddy know you’re here?”

      “No,” Vighon shook his head. “You’re the only one who still licks Arlon’s boots.”

      Unimpressed, Cross gave one of his men the nod. This was followed swiftly by another blow to the gut and a loud groan from the northman.

      “What does he know about the dwarven mine?” Vighon blurted between deep breaths.

      Cross tilted his head. “Maybe you’re not so clever after all. Your daddy will be king one day very soon, boy. When he wears that crown, I will rule The Ironsworn. Being friends with Arlon has always been the smart play. Stabbing him in the back will only end with me being stabbed in the front, repeatedly.”

      Vighon found the strength to lift his head. “None of this is going to matter soon. If the army doesn’t return in time, the orcs will be the end of us all.”

      Cross wagged his finger at Vighon. “You’re not on the inside anymore. Your daddy’s secrets aren’t yours to know.”

      “No one knows what’s inside,” Vighon continued, “but Arlon would risk losing the entire city to claim it.”

      “Arlon’s always been a betting man…”

      Vighon didn’t agree. “Not against these odds. The orcs have already destroyed the other kingdoms, all in a matter of days. Somehow, he knows what’s inside a mine that hasn’t been entered in thousands of years. How does he know, Godrick? And why would he risk so much for it?”

      “What was that?” Cross frowned. “Two questions?” The thug boss gave one of the men a nod that resulted in Vighon receiving two punches to the gut.

      He had never been so thankful for the many hours since his last meal. He lifted his head and stared hard at Cross, a promise in the northman’s eyes.

      “Don’t do it, boy,” he warned. “I can see those stupid lips of yours moments away from asking another question.”

      Vighon shrugged in his human restraints. “I have to know…”

      The nearest thug thrust his fist high into Vighon’s gut, lifting him to his toes. He couldn’t stop the mouthful of bile that exploded from his mouth and splattered over the desk.

      “That wasn’t a question…” he groaned, spitting on the floor.

      “It was going to be,” Cross countered. “Now…” The Ironsworn removed his feet from the desk and looked Vighon square in the eyes. “As much as I’d like to string you up and let Rek out there use you for practice, your daddy is the one who gets to decide your fate.”

      The thugs released Vighon’s arms and he dropped to the floor. “You’re letting me go?” he asked sceptically. “You’re getting soft in your old age, Godrick.”

      Cross bit his bottom lip and the corner of his left eye twitched. “Oh, you can leave alright. You get to leave the same way you always did.” The Ironsworn leaned forward and his voice took on a devious edge. “You remember how to get out of the circle, don’t you, boy?”

      Vighon glanced over his shoulder, the sound of the bloodthirsty crowd filling his ears. “I thought Arlon was the one to decide my fate?” he reminded the thug.

      Cross shrugged. “I can’t keep an eye on every fighter who volunteers to enter the circle. It seems you just turned up looking to get your knuckles bloody and… things turned sour.”
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      Gideon Thorn stood behind the Master’s chair in the council chamber, his hand resting lightly on its high back. How many times had those before him sat in this very chair and planned for war?

      His predecessors had faced the Darkakin, the war against Valanis, and even defeated the orcs before. Gideon had inherited the chair of heroes, something he felt very undeserving of.

      The memories of those who had died fighting Malliath were still swirling through the bond that all dragons shared. Gideon was relying on Ilargo to filter their memories and experiences, preventing them from overwhelming his human mind.

      When his grief wasn’t so strong, he intended to look through all of their eyes and share in their last moments, the time when he should have been there for them.

      The Master Dragorn gripped the chair a little tighter. There wasn’t time for that now. War had swept through Illian without warning. It was time for the Dragorn to strike back.

      Too restless to sit, Gideon walked around the long slab of rock that served as the council table. There were too many empty chairs, a visual reminder of their losses and what they were dealing with.

      Rolan Baird and Ayana Glanduil were seated either side of the table. Between them lay a large map with black and white stones placed over specific cities and towns.

      The black stones, covering the three major cities in The Arid Lands, Grey Stone, and Velia, represented the orcs. The white stones, situated over Namdhor and the north’s four towns, represented unoccupied settlements.

      Rolan tapped the big island above The Lifeless Isles. “I’m not even going to bother placing a white stone over Dragorn. The islanders probably don’t even know a war is going on.”

      “What about Lirian?” Ayana asked.

      “What about it?” Rolan shot back, his temper still bubbling under the surface. “The orcs haven’t touched it and as far as we know they aren’t interested in it. Why would they be? The whole city was turned to ash…”

      Gideon felt that was another dig at him but for the sake of keeping it civil he continued to pace with his hand cupping his beard.

      The Master Dragorn gestured to the map. “Judging by the orcs’ advance up the coast, we should assume Palios and Darkwell have been overrun.”

      Rolan placed a dark stone over both towns. “If they’ve taken Darkwell it won’t be long before the northerners respond.”

      “That’s if they have an army to respond with,” Gideon mused. “Have we heard anything from Inara or Alastir yet?”

      “Nothing,” Ayana replied. “Alastir is most likely travelling to Namdhor as we speak, but we don’t have enough of a presence to set up a chain of communication across that much distance.”

      Gideon looked away, towards the cave entrance, beyond the pillars. He knew Malliath had been in Velia when Grey Stone was attacked. He only hoped that the orcs hadn’t brought Athis down and harmed Inara in the process.

      “Chances are high that Inara Galfrey is in Namdhor,” Ayana offered, clearly sensing her master’s unease.

      Rolan sighed and cast the spare stones across the table. “What was the last word from Namdhor? Please tell me Queen Yelifer retained her forces in Illian.”

      Gideon shook his head. “There was no message from Reyna or Nathaniel before the orcs attacked. Queen Yelifer threatened to send her army into Dhenaheim, but word of the invasion must have reached her. With all the other kingdoms falling around them, I’m sure the borders of the north are being closed off as we speak. The orcs will no doubt meet some resistance.”

      “For all it matters,” Rolan added. “If Malliath isn’t there to torch the armies of the north the number of orcs will roll over them anyway.”

      “Rolan,” Ayana said, “your hostility isn’t going to help us.”

      “Hostility is exactly what we need!” he argued. “Not only has our enemy hit us so hard we’re almost out of the fight, but that wretched Crow has told us where he’s going to be. We should light the entire Shining Coast on fire!”

      “We can’t just rush in and attack,” Gideon explained. “He will be surrounded by an army of orcs; orcs who have the weaponry to bring down dragons.”

      Ayana spoke up before Rolan could further their contest. “I have been researching everything we have from The Great War. The dwarves and elves of the time noted the use of this explosive projectile. It is always referred to as wrath powder.”

      “A fitting name,” Gideon said, recalling the explosions that rocked Velia’s streets.

      “How it works or where they found it isn’t in any records we have,” Ayana continued. “All references denote that it is highly volatile and reacts upon impact.”

      Gideon looked hard at the map. “If even one ballista bolt struck a dragon with this wrath powder…”

      Ayana agreed with his assessment. “It would be a mortal wound.”

      “If not instant death,” Rolan added.

      Gideon lifted his chin. “Hence the need for planning,” he reiterated.

      Rolan frowned. “I’m not suggesting we just drop out of the sky and unleash hell, Gideon.” The councillor leaned over the map with his finger pressed into the waters of The Adean. “We fly north from here, far enough out to sea that any scouts they have by the water won’t see us. Then, we turn west and come in low and hard. Simultaneously, we send a group north over the land and attack them from the south. We create chaos from two different directions…” Rolan sat back in his chair as if he had solved all of their problems.

      Gideon wasn’t sold on the idea. “That’s if they even camp on the land. For all we know, when they reach The Vrost Mountains they’ll descend underground again.”

      “We should send scouts of our own,” Ayana suggested.

      Rolan held his hands up in frustration “We don’t have time for scouts. We’ve already seen them travelling north up The Selk Road. The Crow has confirmed they’re going to be there. We need to end this threat before they reach Namdhor and destroy what’s left of our world!”

      “Think, Rolan.” Gideon placed both hands on the table. “The Crow wants us there. Why would he want that?”

      “In all likelihood,” Ayana answered, “it is because Malliath and Asher are waiting for us. Combined with the orcs and their weaponry, we would be hard pressed to find victory.”

      “We are the Dragorn!” Rolan proclaimed, standing up from his chair. “We have lost many, but there are still enough of us to break any trap and destroy this enemy. Malliath or no Malliath.”

      “Exactly, Rolan.” Gideon resumed his full height and faced the Dragorn. “We have lost many already and that was just against Malliath. The risk is too great. We would be better observing them to see the extent of their alliance. Should they separate, we strike then, not before.”

      “Gideon has a point, Rolan,” Ayana chipped in. “The Black Hand are proficient casters. Their magic added to the fight could see a swift victory for them.”

      “They resurrected Asher and enthralled Malliath,” Gideon reminded him, adding to Ayana’s point. “They’re using magic we’ve never even seen before.”

      “And our magic isn’t great?” Rolan fired back. “We harness the power of dragons!”

      “Thinking like that is what blinded us,” Gideon stated. “We thought ourselves the most powerful beings in the realm. Untouchable. Invincible. The enemy has used our hubris against us and—”

      “They have used you against us,” Rolan interrupted. “The great Gideon Thorn… The truth is; you’re inexperienced, Ilargo is inexperienced. Thirty years ago, you arrived at the end of The War for the Realm, after the real battles had been fought by others.”

      Ayana stood up, scraping her chair back. “It was Gideon who killed Lord Krayt under Mount Garganafan. It was Gideon who destroyed The Veil and killed Atilan himself in the process. And, it was Gideon who brought back the order you yourself are a part of.”

      A thick tension filled the chamber and Rolan held his tongue for the moment. Gideon raised his hand, signalling them both to be seated.

      Rolan remained standing. “Thirty years of peace haven’t done your reflexes any good,” he said with an even tone. “We’re still on the back foot when we should be reminding the orcs where they belong.”

      “Of course we’re on the back foot!” Gideon remonstrated, his own frustration rising to the surface. “We didn’t even know the orcs were still in existence, let alone in such numbers. They attacked more than one major city at the same time. Walls and gates mean nothing when your enemy can invade from under your feet, Rolan. Could you have predicted a volcano would block out the sun and remove our only advantage?”

      Rolan was shaking his head before Gideon had even finished. “I would have—”

      “No is your answer,” Gideon snapped. “I didn’t see this coming. I wasn’t there to stand between our family and Malliath and I couldn’t stop him from destroying Lirian and Velia. But this war isn’t over yet. And, until it claims my life and that of Ilargo’s, I am the Master Dragorn. I take your council, not your attitude and not your commands.”

      Rolan looked to retaliate but he decided against it and clamped down, squaring his jaw. Gideon maintained his level gaze until the Dragorn averted his own, a form of submission in the world of dragons.

      “Right,” Gideon turned back to the map, “shall we continue with…” The Master Dragorn tailed off as Rolan stomped out of the chamber and made for the cave entrance. Ayana called after him but Gideon held up his hand. “Let him go; he’s too angry. I’ll speak to him after he’s slept it off.”

      Alensia’s shadow overcame the entry way before her burnt orange scales came into view. The dragon bowed her head and Rolan ascended his perch without a glance at the council chamber. Alensia fell away and the sound of her wings quickly faded beyond hearing.

      “He shows you nothing but disrespect,” Ayana observed.

      “I fear I must earn back the respect of many…” Gideon replied sombrely.

      “You can’t be everywhere at once,” Ayana reminded him. “Korkanath and Velia came under attack. You responded as any of us would have, Rolan included. No one could have predicted Malliath’s attack on the isles.”

      Gideon rubbed his eyes and focused on the map again. “We are not without our own allies,” he said, looking at Ayda on the other side of The Adean. “It’s past time I made contact with Queen Adilandra. It was the alliance between your own people and the dwarves that defeated the orcs the first time.”

      Ayana appeared unusually uncomfortable. “I agree that contacting my people is prudent, but I would hesitate to rely on their aid.”

      That genuinely surprised Gideon. “Surely the elves of Elandril would respond? The queen’s daughter and grandchildren live here, though I would like to believe that Adilandra would come to our aid regardless.”

      Ayana looked away, composing her answer. “When the elders agreed to support Queen Adilandra in her claim to rule my people, they did so because she promised a return to the old ways. For thirty years, elves have walked a path of peace once again. They are learning to sing to the trees again, forgoing the steel of a blade.”

      Gideon nodded along to all of it, remembering the transition of power from King Elym to Queen Adilandra. Having seen up close what their ruthless way of life had done to Galanör, the Master Dragorn had always agreed with their return to ancient ways. Now, he desperately needed the warmongers King Elym had tried to turn them into.

      “I’m not asking them to invade. We just need their numbers and superior tactics to push the orcs back. Orcs, Ayana. Not people. These are monsters I’m talking about.”

      “I know,” the elf soothed. “But even if Queen Adilandra did bring their army back together, it could take months, years even, to coordinate them and mount an attack on the orcs. We don’t have that kind of time.”

      Gideon could feel any sliver of hope he was hanging on to slipping away. “I have to try, Ayana. The armies of Illian have been scattered to the winds and its people are left with few defences. I have to try everything…”

      Ayana bowed her head. “Of course. The diviner is with you already, I believe.”

      “I have it in my private quarters,” Gideon confirmed. “I have an errand for you, also.”

      “I am at your disposal, Master.”

      “The elves of Elandril are an ocean away,” Gideon began, “but those of Ilythyra reside in The Moonlit Plains. I would have you fly there this very night and make contact with Lady Ellöria.”

      “Of all my kin, Master, those of Ilythyra disagree with violence the most. It is their tolerance of mankind and ideals of the past that made them the perfect selection to live here.”

      “I bet they can still wield a blade and shoot a bow with more skill than any man in Illian,” Gideon wagered. “Besides, I’m not asking you to rally them for war. Alijah told me they harbour refugees from Tregaran. Their forest borders will only protect them for so long now that the sun is gone. Tell them to escort the people north, along the western coast, to Namdhor. Tell them it’s the last refuge in the realm.”

      Ayana looked at Gideon with a curious expression. “You intend to position them into a place of conflict,” she stated.

      “Every creature reveals its claws when backed into a corner…” Gideon hated himself for saying it, but if it was the only way to get the pieces on the board, then he would.

      Ayana looked away, concerned. “Master…”

      “I know,” Gideon cut in. “Desperate times. Besides, you will be escorting them from above, ensuring no harm comes to them on their journey.”

      The elf considered her master’s commands a moment longer. “I trust your judgement and that of Ilargo’s. What, may I ask, are we to do about The Crow and his meeting with this King Karakulak?”

      “After I have spoken with Queen Adilandra, I will go myself and observe what I can. If the opportunity presents itself, I will kill them both.”

      “On your own?” Ayana cautioned.

      “I would not risk the lives of any others if Malliath is there.”

      Ayana rose from her chair. “I would not have you risk your own life for what is most certainly a trap.”

      “The Crow will make a mistake. He will overreach. When he does, I’m going to be there to use his arrogance against him. I can’t afford to miss that opportunity.”

      Ayana looked to argue but whether she couldn’t find the words or simply agreed with him was up for debate. “I will do as you command, Master.”

      Gideon called after her before she passed through the pillars. “Have all the orcs abandoned Velia now?” he asked.

      “Our last flyover confirmed a handful among the debris,” Ayana replied. “Why, Master?”

      Gideon glanced at Velia on the map and looked back at Ayana, though his words caught in his mouth.

      “You mean to search for Alijah,” the elf reasoned.

      “He’s out there, I know it,” Gideon said with all the determination he could muster.

      “If he is, we will find him.”

      Gideon was thankful for her resolve. “Make sure you get some rest before you leave tonight.”

      Ayana bowed her head again and left him to his thoughts.

      Now all he had to do was convince a nation of immortals to amass their army and sail across the ocean…
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      Standing on a rocky outcrop, King Karakulak surveyed the ocean of orcs that swept across the northern lands.

      Beyond their vast camp lay the indomitable Vrost Mountains. Everything in Neverdark was backwards and upside down to the orc. Those mountains should have been caverns and the sky shouldn’t be falling.

      Holding his hand out, Karakulak examined the snow and ash that filtered down from the thick clouds above. His orcish skin barely registered the biting ice in the northern winds, just as it had taken little note of the heat in The Arid Lands.

      Orcs were meant to dominate the surface world. Karakulak could feel it in the strength of his clenched fist; it was their destiny. It was a cruel twist of fate that Neverdark had been ruled by such weak and pathetic creatures for so long.

      Nature itself would bow to the orcs…

      Without the need for heat and their hatred of the light, the massive camp was without a single flame. Karakulak relied on his exquisite sight to take in the detail of his army.

      Their new war machines towered over the tents, promising victory in the battles to come. The plans had been stolen from the Velians and perfected by the engineering of the orcs. Catapults, giant ballistas, battering rams, and siege towers would be the end of Namdhor.

      The small entourage that accompanied Karakulak around the camp remained at the base of the outcrop. Their stirring caught the king’s eye and he watched as Grundi made his way through the larger orcs. With his crippled leg and bad back, the intelligent orc required some time to ascend to his king’s side.

      Karakulak kept his gaze distant. “Have you found them, Grundi?” he asked.

      “Yes, Sire!” the orc replied excitedly. “They weren’t very far into the mountains and their tracks were easy to pick up.”

      The king narrowed his vision, searching the distant edges of the camp. “I cannot see them. I thought mountain trolls were large.”

      “Indeed, they are, Sire. Unruly also. They are not far from here, but they require some training before they can be brought into the camp. Not to mention the process of chaining them.”

      “Make sure they are properly chained to the machines.” Karakulak warned. “I want them pushing the towers, not running off into the hills.”

      “It will be done under my very own supervision, Sire.” Grundi tilted his head into an awkward bow.

      Karakulak adjusted his leather cloak, made from the skins of Velians, and looked down on his most trusted servant. “They are restless,” he observed, gesturing to the camp.

      “They know that a great battle approaches, Sire. They are eager to collect more human bones.”

      Karakulak scanned the horizon, irritated by The Crow’s absence. “They will be entertained soon enough,” he said ominously. “Have the gark riders patrol the camp. Any orcs caught fighting or killing each other are to be made an example of. I want them on spikes where all can see.”

      “Very wise,” Grundi agreed. “Execute a few and save many.”

      “It’s not about saving them, Grundi.” Karakulak turned to the north, though the mountains of Vengora were too far to be seen. “When the last of the humans is dead, we invade Dhenaheim. Our numbers will count for everything in that war.”

      Another dark figure broke away from the camp and made its way across the snow. Chieftain Lurg of the Grim Stalkers navigated the rocks with ease and his nimble frame rose up before his king.

      “Chieftain Lurg,” Karakulak greeted. “You have word from your tribe?”

      Lurg beat his fist into his armoured chest. “The Grim Stalkers have bled for you, my king. My scout has returned with news of success. The kings of Lirian and Grey Stone have been slaughtered along with their families.”

      Karakulak lifted his flat chin. “What of Namdhor’s queen and its lords?”

      Chieftain Lurg hesitated. “They still cling to their pathetic lives,” he uttered.

      “Perhaps I should have sent others to accomplish this task; the Mountain Fist or the Born Horde…”

      Lurg glanced nervously at Grundi before blurting, “In the place of death, my tribe has retrieved information. The northerners have no army to speak of. Their queen has sent them beyond Vengora to challenge the dwarves.”

      That was the most outrageous thing Karakulak had heard in some time. “They’re going to war with the dwarves as their own country is invaded?” He laughed. “These humans are more foolish than The Black Hand revealed. The Namdhorians will be slaughtered without mercy. I only hope the corpses of their army don’t get in our way when we march into Dhenaheim.”

      Lurg shared a laugh at the notion. “The Iron Valley will be littered with their bones when they meet the dwarves.”

      Karakulak held up a hand, silencing the chieftain. “Your tribe has failed to do all that I commanded. You would be better leaving my sight before I decide you are unfit to lead the Grim Stalkers.”

      Lurg lowered his head in shame and fear before backing away and slipping into the dark. After replacing the chieftain of the Steel Caste with his own son, the tribe leaders had shown him a new level of respect. Now, he just had to hold on to it…
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      The hour was late when, at last, Karakulak had finished his walk among the ranks. Grundi had disappeared some time ago to see to the trolls and the king made his way to the largest tent in the camp.

      His mother, the High Priestess of Gordomo, was waiting outside with her usual followers gathered around. The old orc leaned on her staff and eyed Karakulak as he approached, a dangerous glint in her eye.

      The king didn’t halt his stride, but simply acknowledged his mother and entered his tent. Of course, the High Priestess followed him in.

      Lying seductively on Karakulak’s bed were two orcs from the Born Horde, his own tribe. Before he could entertain the idea of joining them, his mother tapped her staff twice and threw her head to the side, dismissing them both.

      Only when they were left alone did she speak. “I have done as you asked,” she croaked. “Though, I cannot deny my curiosity. You have never been one for sacrifices…”

      Karakulak picked up a goblet of glag wine and downed the thick drink in one. It was often needed when dealing with his mother.

      “Where is it?” he asked, licking his dark lips.

      “Not far from here,” the High Priestess replied, dissatisfied with his lack of an explanation. “Just over the rise,” she continued. “I oversaw the laying of the bones myself. The rings are perfect!” The old orc twisted her lips and followed the quiet Karakulak around his tent. “You haven’t said what you’re sacrificing. Do you intend to ask the great Gordomo for something or thank Him? The answer will determine the appropriate sacrifice.”

      Karakulak poured himself another cup of wine, happy to keep his own counsel. “When I tell you, have every orc surround the rings. Make sure they can all see.”

      His mother snarled. “Have it your way. But, as the High Priestess, I should be—”

      “When the time comes,” the king interjected, “you will be the one to lead the ritual. When the time comes,” he added with a lower tone, “you will do exactly as I tell you, without hesitation or question. Anything less will see you on the sacrificial altar.”

      The High Priestess held her gaze a moment longer. “As you command, king of kings.” She turned and, leaning heavily on her staff, left his tent.

      Karakulak swallowed one more cupful of glag wine before replacing the goblet and seeking his bed.

      The orc wasn’t one to be frightened, but no one was beyond being startled. The king spun around at the sound of light steps and immediately reached for the sword of dragon bone on his back.

      “Is that any way to greet your allies?” The Crow asked in perfect orcish.

      Karakulak left his blade where it was and searched his tent for any others. “How did you get in here?” he asked, aware that the tent had been empty a second ago.

      “Haven’t I answered the hows by now?” The Crow replied, knowing there were guards outside the entrance. “With magic!” he exclaimed.

      The king turned around, expecting the guards to come rushing in.

      “No one can hear us,” The Crow explained. “Just as no one saw me enter your camp.”

      Karakulak inspected the bony man from head to toe. “You possess magic capable of hiding your body?”

      “If you wish to discuss the magic at my disposal, we’re going to be in this tent for a very long time.” The Crow glanced at the tent wall. “My time is limited; there is somewhere else I must be.”

      “Still trying to move every piece on the board, Wizard?”

      “The fact that you even know about the board, sets you apart from your people,” The Crow replied with a coy smile pushing the lines of his face together. “Are you ready to widen that gap?”

      Karakulak squared his shoulders. “As long as the orc worship Gordomo, they will be chained to The Under Realm. I must show them another way if we are to ever live as free as the surface dwellers.”

      “Very…” The Crow paused. “Your people don’t have a word for noble, do they?”

      Karakulak knew a handful of the common speech used in Neverdark but he had never come across that one. “I do what I must to see my kin to victory. Neverdark is our birthright, something that could never be claimed if they’re left to kill each other. A god made flesh will unite them in a way no chieftain or king ever could.”

      The Crow pursed his lips and wandered about the tent’s interior. “Like all power, what I offer you will come at a price.”

      Karakulak had been waiting for the inevitable list of demands. “I thought you could see the future, Wizard. Surely you have seen what is to come. What I will become…”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t already foreseen it. Still, it would be irresponsible of me if I didn’t warn you first.”

      Karakulak raised a hairless eyebrow, creasing his forehead up to his horns. “What is it you’re going to do to me, exactly?”

      The Crow smiled wickedly. “Like you said; a god made flesh.” The wizard gestured to a small chest on one of the side tables. “It wasn’t easy making this; it took some time to acquire all the necessary ingredients.”

      The king lifted the lid of the chest and looked down on its contents. Three rows of glass vials stood upright in a hand-crafted rack. The liquid inside the vials was an unnatural colour, its green too vibrant.

      “You have been preparing this since before I came to you?” the king tried to clarify, his pointed nails lifting one of the vials out before him.

      “Preparing it takes no time at all,” The Crow answered. “I have been gathering the ingredients since before we met…”

      Karakulak turned to look upon the wizard in disbelief. Having an ally who could see the future so clearly was both a great advantage and terrifying. For the first time, the king began to wonder if he really was a simple pawn in The Crow’s game.

      “What will this do to me?” he asked.

      “One vial will make you stronger than any orc,” The Crow purred. “You will think faster, react faster, move faster!” The wizard wandered past and flicked Karakulak’s obsidian chest plate. “You may require something a little larger too, should you even require armour that is.”

      The king forgot his concerns, The Crow’s words like honey to his ears. “I will be invincible…”

      “As close to,” The Crow corrected. “Were it so easy to stave off death we would all be invincible.” The wizard absently rubbed his chest. “Believe me, good king, it is easy to die.”

      Karakulak was displeased, something a king never had trouble displaying. “You were to make me a god! Being stronger will make them fear me, but I need them to want to do as I say!”

      The Crow held up a calming hand. “Worry not, there will be more to this act than your transformation. I will be concealed nearby to give the ritual its… dramatics. A convincing word from a High Priestess of Gordomo wouldn’t hurt either.”

      The king huffed. “My mother will do as commanded.” Karakulak was still scrutinising the vial. “Why are there so many if only one is needed?”

      “I did say you needed to be warned…” The Crow picked up the empty goblet of glag wine and held it to his nose. “You actually drink this?”

      Karakulak was losing his patience. “Out with it, Wizard!”

      “The effects of each vial are temporary,” he replied casually, his lack of fear evident. “As the magic begins to fade you must take the next one and so on and so on.”

      The orc closed his eyes, taking control of his rage before he squeezed the vial in his hand. “You have done this on purpose!” he bellowed. “You would have me chained to you and your magic for all time!”

      “Hardly,” The Crow retorted. “This magic will make you stronger, it won’t grant you eternal life.”

      That was it. Karakulak snapped, his orcish fury uncontainable. One mighty stride put him within striking distance of the wizard and his clawed hand rose up to tear through the human’s flesh.

      The air between them rippled before any violence could be had and Karakulak found himself moving through tar. The Crow was a blur of activity, his dark robes and pale skin flitting around him. When the spell ended, the orc continued his motion and sank his nails into one of the tent posts.

      Confounded, the king turned around with all haste and discovered the wizard standing beside the chest, on the other side of the tent. With his wand in hand, the wizard had caught the vial Karakulak had dropped in his anger.

      “You’re beginning to make me regret our arrangement,” The Crow said. “I made you their king because you’re the only orc who thinks before he acts. Lash out again and this chest will be your only supply.”

      Karakulak would have liked nothing more than to have ripped his bald head from his scrawny shoulders. But, The Crow was right; he was different from his kin. That’s why it was his destiny to rule.

      The king swallowed his pride. “I… apologise,” he said begrudgingly.

      “You don’t need to apologise; you couldn’t hurt my feelings if you wanted to. What I need from you is your word. You said you would conquer this world.” The Crow flicked his wand and the floating vial flew into the orc’s hand. “Can you still do that?”

      Karakulak glanced at the green vial and nodded once.

      “Excellent.” The Crow smiled again and relaxed. “Take enough of this potion and over time its effects will become permanent. Until then, you are to take them in secret.”

      That pleased the king. “It seems our alliance is to continue for some time then.”

      The Crow closed the lid on the chest. “After tonight, you cannot be seen to need any alliances. You will be a god, after all.”

      Karakulak had shared that sentiment, but his need of magic couldn’t be ignored. “You will take your mages with you?”

      “I could,” the wizard contemplated, “but it would affirm your position if you were to kill them publicly.”

      The king hesitated, unsure for a moment if this was The Crow’s attempt at humour. “You would let me kill your followers?”

      “I think we both know that what they follow is a fiction, much like your own people…”

      Karakulak’s first instinct was to take action when Gordomo was questioned, but he held his tongue and remained rooted to the ground. The obvious truth of the orcish god had preyed on the king’s mind for some time, leaving him to agree with the wizard’s response.

      “Still,” the orc continued, “they are yours to command.”

      “And now they are yours to slaughter,” the wizard replied flatly. “From now on, your contact with The Black Hand will be with me directly.” The Crow lifted a large hood over his scarred scalp and gestured to the tent’s entrance. “Are you ready to show your people what a god really looks like?”
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        * * *

      

      Not far from the camp, the thousands of orcs under Karakulak’s command gathered around a small hill. Surrounded by boulders and sharp rocks, there was but a single path to the top of the rise, where an intricate pattern of circles had been laid out.

      Karakulak strode through the crowds, up the path, and stepped over the rings of bones. He turned on the spot, ensuring that all could see him. He kept the chieftains closer than most, though all remained in the dark as to the king’s intentions.

      Dancing around the edge of the circles, his mother’s priestesses added a touch of authenticity to the religious ritual. The High Priestess herself was attending to the innermost circle, pouring human blood she had blessed over the bones.

      “Where is the sacrifice?” she asked, indicating the empty ring.

      Karakulak gave his mother a knowing grin, enjoying her confusion. The king ignored her for the moment and looked about, scanning the faces of his soldiers. The Crow was nowhere to be seen, his magic concealing him perfectly.

      Seeing the expectant faces, Karakulak decided it was time to enlighten his people. “Neverdark has trembled under our return!” he announced as loudly as he could. “Our victories have known no end! But, there is still far to go and our enemies are dug into the land! Tonight, we make a sacrifice to Gordomo, that he might bless our claim over Neverdark and the eternal reign of the orc!”

      The packed-in crowds went wild, cheering for their king. In truth, most wanted to see some poor orc have his head cut off and his heart carved out.

      Karakulak waited for the pause. “A suitable sacrifice must be made, one equal to what we ask of the almighty Gordomo!” The king took a moment to enjoy the curious silence of his army and that of his mother. “Tonight, I offer myself as sacrifice! I would gladly die to see the orc risen above all for the rest of time!”

      His mother edged towards him, her voice low and filled with concern. “Karakulak…”

      Keeping his attention on the hordes, the king continued, “I have charged the priestesses with seeing this ritual through! They will not stop until Gordomo Himself has taken my life!”

      His mother’s concern for him turned to concern for herself, much to Karakulak’s amusement. She feared, no doubt, the ramifications when nothing happened and her prayers rang out as hollow words into the night.

      There was no cheering from the orcs now. They simply stood and watched in disbelief as their king shrugged off his leather cloak and stepped into the inner ring.

      Karakulak shot his mother a glare that dared her to go against his orders. “Keep your eyes closed,” he instructed her quietly.

      Her calculating eyes darted around the site before she gave the drummers a nod to proceed. The rhythmic beating gave the priestesses something to dance to and the ritual began in earnest.

      The High Priestess waved her staff in time with the drums and fell into a dance of her own. Her prayers to Gordomo became unintelligible gibberish appropriate for all the meaning they really held.

      The ritual continued in this fashion for a short time, ensuring it had the appearance of a legitimate sacrifice. It would normally be Karakulak himself or his mother who would kill the orc standing in the circle. But this, however, had to look divine in every way.

      Recalling The Crow’s final words to him, Karakulak shut his eyes as tightly as he could. Had he not, the light would have blinded him as it would the unsuspecting dancers.

      Unsure what to expect, the invisible force that pushed out from the hill came as a surprise, but Karakulak remained calm. He could just hear the hordes stumbling about, excited and horrified at what was happening around them.

      Another pulse beat against the earth and the thick clouds rumbled overhead. An ear-splitting crack pierced the sound of the drums, though it hadn’t come from the sky. The boulders and rocks that surrounded the hill had broken open, forcing the nearest orcs to shout out and back off.

      It was certainly convincing.

      A single bolt of lightning shot through the clouds of ash and struck the ground in front of Karakulak. The flash was bright to most, but to an orc it was devastating. The dancers ceased their movements and screamed in agony. That bolt was quickly followed by a series of others, each concentrated to strike the ground around the king.

      Using the light as cover, Karakulak removed the green vial from his belt and downed the liquid before shattering the glass in his hand.

      The orc almost gagged on the liquid, its touch akin to swallowing fire. That heat ran down his throat and ignited a bonfire in his stomach, dropping him to his knees. He wanted to roar, but the magic was already consuming him, changing him.

      When the heat dissipated, he was left with pain. The orc’s muscles felt as if they were tearing under his skin and his bones became heavy. Everything hurt as his body and mind transformed within the strikes of lightning. Through it all, Karakulak could hear his obsidian armour creaking around his chest and limbs, the leather straps constricting.

      All at once, the transformation was complete and the lightning stopped. On his knees and surrounded by rising smoke, Karakulak did indeed appear to have been accepted by Gordomo as a suitable sacrifice.

      But then he assumed his full height…

      The army of orcs that looked on could do nothing but stare as their king towered above the High Priestess and the scarred dancers.

      Karakulak looked down on his mother, who was now a lot smaller than she was before. The king examined his hands and arms, noting his incredible size. He had been a tall orc before, but now he made the Big Bastards small by comparison. He tensed his muscles, though their new size had already snapped the leather straps, leaving the chest and arm plates lying on the ground.

      Then, he roared.

      It was beyond the capability of any orc, the feral sound so powerful it made the vicious garks whimper. The army responded with a cheer so loud it threatened to cause an avalanche.

      “Hear me!” the king commanded with his new, deeper voice. “I have seen the face of Gordomo and heard his voice! He is within me now! You no longer look upon your king, but a God-King worthy of ruling all that is above and below!”

      The chieftains were the first to bend the knee, an act which rippled across the ranks until all were bowing to Karakulak, their God-King.

      The High Priestess was speechless. The faith she had clung to merely for the power it granted her was embodied before her very eyes. That moment of awe and shock slowly fell from her face, replaced with one of suspicion.

      Karakulak faced his devoted hordes. Raw power flowed through his veins and they could all see it. There would be no doubting him now nor ever again.

      Whether it was his new senses or his loftier vantage, Karakulak was the first to register the approaching threat on the eastern horizon.

      Dragons!

      The God-King moved to warn his orcs but the dragons were already flying over the outer edge of their ranks.

      Fire erupted over the land, cutting through the crowded orcs. Their resounding cries and call to battle were contested by the roar of the dragons. The flying beasts split up over the army and gained height, the death toll already climbing to the hundreds.

      The first dragon to descend was a distinct burnt orange, its scales dull by comparison to the jet of flames that exploded from its mouth. It was swiftly accompanied by six more, all of which bore riders. The human wretches brandished their swords, but they were cowards all, hiding on the backs of their dragons.

      “Bring forward the ballistas!” the chieftains and captains shouted, the giant weapons resting on the edge of their gathering.

      The first retaliation was in the form of arrows, the obsidian darts whistling through the air. The hardened underbelly of the dragons easily withstood the salvos. There was nothing, however, that could withstand their deadly breath.

      More flames and the occasional torrent of ice rained down on the orcs as they scattered like ants. Hundreds died in the first few seconds, but once the ballistas were manned, the dragons had something to actually fear.

      Karakulak was eager to dive in and see what he was capable of. His new eyes tracked the swooping dragons with great precision and clarity and his muscles tightened at the thought of ripping into the riders.

      The satisfying sound of giant bolts being fired from their ballistas rang out around the small hill, adding chaos to the skies. The dragons halted their attack and twisted their bodies mid-flight to evade the explosive tips.

      Karakulak bared his teeth and growled as he watched the creatures slip through death’s grip. Perhaps the touch of a god was needed to seal their fate…

      The God-King dashed across the hill and over the broken boulders, positioning himself above and in front of the nearest ballista as it was rolled onto the field by a pair of garks. The orc behind the trigger let loose the black bolt, his aim slightly off.

      Karakulak reached out and snatched the bolt from the air with one hand. The speed and power of the bolt should have been enough to escape the clutches of any creature, but not Karakulak.

      The mutated orc flipped then spun the bolt in a bid to get its momentum under his control. Ignoring the astonished expressions of his fellow orcs, the God-King held the bolt next to his head and aimed it at the sky.

      In seconds his mind took into account the direction and strength of the wind, the speed of the dragons and their ever-changing positions above. The descending loop of a blue dragon was obvious to Karakulak and he adjusted his giant spear to bring it into the dragon’s inevitable path.

      He had all the power of the ballista itself behind his throw. The bolt cut through the air and impacted the dragon’s neck. The resulting explosion was a terrible concussion that tore a hole in the dragon’s neck, obliterating the armoured scales and ripping through the skin and muscles beneath.

      Hot blood rained down on the orcs below, all of whom had been saved by Karakulak’s throw. The blue dragon hurtled into the base of the mountain, its head barely hanging on to its body. The rider had already fallen away and tumbled lifelessly through the sky.

      Karakulak clenched his fist and inspected the veins pulsing under his pale skin. By his hand a dragon had been slain, never to rise against the orcs again.

      “KARA-KU-LAK! KARA-KU-LAK!” His name was chanted across the fields, his display bolstering the ranks.

      He roared in response, hoping to rally the dragons on him. He was going to kill every one of them…
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        * * *

      

      High on a mountain perch, Sarkas had the most exquisite view of the battle below. The dragons dropped in and out, their fiery breath wreaking havoc in every direction. The sound of orcs screaming in burning agony made it all the more satisfying.

      Karakulak held Sarkas’s attention for some time. The God-King, as he had proclaimed himself, was proving quite the thorn in the dragons’ side. His new-found strength and speed allowed him to lead his army from the front and with devastating effect. One dragon had already fallen to him and he had his sights set on the others.

      Among the dragons, there was no sight of Gideon Thorn or his dragon, Ilargo. It was all so perfectly delicious. The Dragorn were fracturing and their master was losing control of them.

      Sarkas knew he should leave the battle to unfold, but he enjoyed watching the orc numbers take the first serious hit since the war began. They really were the foulest of creatures, an abomination that should never have been brought into being.

      Beside him, Malliath stirred, the dragon eager to unleash his wrath upon anything that moved. Due to their bond, Asher should have been displaying similar tendencies, but the old ranger was experiencing something else altogether.

      His hand flickered by his side and a pained frown pulled at his brow. Instead of his usual dead-pan stare, the ranger was blinking excessively, his focus on the ground.

      Sarkas stepped in front of the man and grabbed his jaw. He moved Asher’s head from side to side, inspecting his eyes from every angle. They weren’t nearly as lifeless as they should have been. Sarkas could see an intelligence behind those blue orbs.

      “Excellent…” Sarkas whispered. “As their bond grows you are being pushed out. It won’t be long before they are one. Does that please you, Asher? Would you like to be free of this torment?” The ranger’s pained expression relaxed. “Don’t worry; your time will come. We all have our part to play, you more than most. It seems you are fated to have the weight of the world on your shoulders. I know the feeling…”

      Sarkas moved away and looked back on the unfolding battle. Karakulak had brought down another dragon despite his continued losses.

      He smiled at the superior orc as he leaped around in great bounds. The God-King thought he had been freed, given a new level of power that could never be taken from him. All Karakulak had done this night was ensure Sarkas’s leash was tight around his neck.

      “Come,” he bade the old ranger. “Our work here is done. The orcs have lost enough to give Namdhor a fighting chance and the Dragorn have lost more of their precious riders. Let us return to The Bastion. Alijah’s next lesson awaits…”

      Sarkas and Asher climbed onto Malliath’s back, but the dragon didn’t take to the air. Keeping to the shadows of the rock, he scaled the mountain until he was out of sight and shielded in the largest valley of The Vrost Mountains.

      His magnificent black wings spread out as his claws released their grip on the mountainside. Sarkas took in the size of Malliath, impressed with the dragon’s hulking yet graceful form. He truly was a mount fit for a king.
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      Doran looked from the top of Silvyr Hall’s glittering walls to Reyna as if she had lost her mind.

      “Forget it, me Lady!” he urged, careful to keep his voice low. “Ye’re not throwin’ me anywhere!”

      The elf sighed, exasperated. “I’m not going to throw you, Doran. I’m just going to… lift you a bit.”

      “Lift me a bit?” the dwarf echoed incredulously. “’Ave ye seen that wall? There’s no bit abou’ it, it’s bloody massive. What if ye drop me?”

      “I won’t drop you, I promise,” Reyna assured.

      “Elves an’ ye magic…” Doran grumbled to himself.

      “There’s really no other way,” Nathaniel added to his wife’s plea. “That medallion of yours got us this far, but it won’t get us inside those walls.”

      The son of Dorain pinched the bridge of his nose. “An’ what am I supposed to do after ye’ve…?” The dwarf wiggled his fingers in the air.

      “You’re going to have to locate the archives,” Reyna said. “You may need to acquire new clothes if you’re going to pass for a Battleborn, however…”

      Doran frowned. “I’m not killin’ no dwarves, do ye hear? I swore never to take another life o’ me kin an’ I meaned it.”

      “I’m not saying you kill anyone,” Reyna quickly replied.

      Nathaniel shrugged. “Maybe just knock one of them out.”

      “Oh, aye!” Doran said with a lighter tone. “Jus’ knock out a veteran Battleborn in full silvyr armour an’ be on me way.” The dwarf’s expression turned sour. “Why don’ ye go an’ hit one in the face an’ see what happens, Galfrey?”

      Petur Devron cleared his throat from within his many furs. “Why must Doran go alone? Can one of us not accompany him?”

      Doran held his finger up. “Or better yet; why don’ one o’ ye go instead o’ me? Ye elves are a slippery lot! Ye could probably be in an’ out o’ the archives before anyone would know.”

      “But if I was seen,” Reyna countered, “how long would I last in Silvyr Hall?”

      “Also,” Nathaniel chipped in, “you can’t read dwarvish script so well.”

      Doran huffed, his eyes darting between his companions and the towering wall beside their camp. “Maybe we should jus’ return to the workshop,” he suggested. “I never did give those doors a proper hammerin’. If we buy some minin’ equipment in the markets I might be able to...” He trailed off seeing the same expression on Reyna and Nathaniel’s faces.

      Nathaniel gestured to Reyna’s bow, propped up against the cart. “If that bow can’t get through, no mining equipment will.”

      The son of Dorain groaned and clenched his fists. “Fine! Let’s get on with it then.”

      Petur raised his hand. “I would like to go as well.”

      All three companions turned to look at the weedy scholar and his simple expression.

      Doran was the first to respond. “Absolutely not. If anyone is accompanyin’ me it’s goin’ to be someone who can actually do somethin’!”

      Nathaniel shrugged. “It might not be a bad idea.”

      Doran’s eyes went wild. “Is crazy catchin’ now?”

      “It might not be crazy,” Reyna said, looking to Petur. “Out of the three of us, he can read a little dwarvish. An extra pair of eyes in the archives will hurry everything along.”

      Petur smiled and simply pointed at Reyna in agreement.

      “It would be better if you were back before sunrise,” Nathaniel cajoled.

      Petur reached into his satchel and pulled out several pieces of parchment. “I drew the glyphs around the doorway… if that helps?”

      Doran struggled to wipe the derision from his face. “Fine,” he said again, this time through gritted teeth. “But I want ye to know, if I don’ make it back it’s his fault, an’ I blame the two o’ ye…”
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        * * *

      

      They waited for the dark clouds from the east to draw over the moon, eclipsing its glow, before sneaking out into the night.

      The markets took no heed of night or day, their activity a constant hum in the background. Silvyr Hall’s glittering walls faded out of the moon’s light, offering the companions even more darkness as they approached the base.

      The outer wall was without torches; a decree of King Uthrad, who didn’t want anything but the light of his silvyr walls to shine in the dark. Tonight, that decree would be used against him.

      Doran came to a stop, his neck craned to take it in. The walls were even more intimidating up close…

      “Are ye sure ye can do this, me Lady?” he asked for the fifth time. “I’m not exactly light.”

      Reyna put her hands on his shoulders. “I can do this,” she reiterated. “And it’s not about weight.”

      Nathaniel raised an eyebrow. “I thought it was a little bit about weight?”

      The princess shot her husband a look and he held up his hands in apology. Petur, on the other hand, appeared eager to get inside, the reality of what they were facing be damned.

      “Stand together,” Reyna instructed the pair while Nathaniel kept a look out.

      Doran, minus his weapons, stood shoulder to hip with the scholar, their backs to the wall. Reyna took a deep breath and closed her eyes, focusing her magic. Having seen the elf perform several feats of magic during The War for the Realm, Doran knew she was a capable caster, but never in his life had he been levitated.

      Not sure what to expect, he looked from Reyna’s pensive face to his limbs, waiting for something magical to happen. So subtle were the effects that the son of Dorain almost missed his own feet leaving the ground. He made sure to clamp his jaw shut as Reyna and Nathaniel dropped away below.

      Then his stomach flipped. Doran decided looking down was a bad thing and turned his attention to the top of the wall. Both Petur and himself were twisted around, the magic manipulating every part of them.

      “Eh?” Doran noticed Petur ascending faster than himself and he worried, for a terrifying moment, that he was falling. The dwarf dared to look down, hoping to glimpse Reyna, but the elf and the old knight were concealed in shadow.

      Petur disappeared over the lip of the wall, his foot reaching out to take a step onto the rampart. Doran could feel his own ascent slowing down. The dwarf kicked his legs, as if that would help, and raised his hands to grasp the edge of the wall.

      “Come on!” he hissed, the wall so close but still too far to reach.

      The magic that enveloped him vanished as quickly as it had formed around him. Doran threw his arms forward and caught the very edge of the wall and his body crashed into the silvyr. He huffed and groaned as he tried to establish some grip between his feet and the metal.

      Petur’s knotted hair and dirty face appeared above. “Need a hand?” he whispered, seemingly oblivious to Doran’s life hanging in the balance.

      “Get me up ye damned fool…” Doran pulled himself up and the scholar heaved backwards on the dwarf’s wrists.

      Their final landing was a clatter they could have done without, but at least they were both on a firm footing.

      “It’s a little bit about weight…” Doran moaned. “Bloody Galfreys,” he cursed.

      The dwarf rolled off Petur, allowing the man to breathe again. He did not, however, allow the scholar to get up.

      “Stay low,” Doran cautioned quietly. “Even seein’ ye from a distance it’s obvious ye’re not a dwarf. Jus’ crouch an’ stay behind me.”

      The son of Dorain checked up and down the rampart for any patrolling guards. He caught sight of a pair approaching from both ends, their armour catching in a ray of light from the moon. Hugging the rampart wall, the two intruders were naught but shadows at such a distance. But the patrols were closing in.

      “We need to get off the wall,” Doran said, searching for a way down into the city’s interior.

      “Over there.” Petur flicked his chin at a guard outpost built into the wall. Or, more specifically, the steps beside them.

      Doran judged the distance between them, the steps, and the approaching Battleborns. The clouds above were beginning to shift, exposing them to the glow of the moon.

      “Go,” Doran instructed. “Quick as ye like, lad.”

      The pair scrambled along the rampart, keeping close to the exterior wall. A quick dash, from one side to the other, saw them reach the top of the steps like wraiths in the night. If they had captured the attention of the guards, the Battleborns would find nothing by the time they caught up.

      The unlikely pair ran down the steps and entered Silvyr Hall’s main streets. Doran immediately threw his hand out and forced Petur into a nearby alcove steeped in shadows. A moment later, three dwarves of clan Battleborn wandered by, drunk by the look and smell of them.

      Doran let out a sigh of relief before shaking his head. “What were we thinkin’…”

      Crouched by his side, Petur looked at him. “How are we going to find the archives?”

      Doran kept his back flat to the wall as he scratched his chin through his braided beard. “Silvyr Hall is said to ’ave more ancient records than all the dwarven kingdoms combined.”

      “That means a lot of space to store them all,” Petur reasoned.

      Doran thought about that statement for a minute, his mind doing its best to recall anything it could of his past visit. He cursed under his breath, the time between too long to remember anything of note. He had been a child, his attention fleeting at the time.

      “The biggest place in the city is the Battle Tower, Uthrad’s palace,” Doran said. “If they needed somewhere big an’ safe to keep records, that’s where I’d put the archives.”

      “Where is that?” Petur asked.

      “Did ye not see the great big tower risin’ over the city?” Doran replied sarcastically.

      “Yes, but where is that from here?” Petur gestured to the streets, where rows of buildings prevented them from seeing anything.

      “North west o’ ’ere,” Doran replied. “That’s still a long way to go with ye an’ yer big legs.”

      “What about that?” Petur turned Doran’s attention to the alleyway on the other side of the street.

      The son of Dorain was impressed. “Ye’re resourceful, I’ll give ye that, lad. Wait ’ere.”

      Doran straightened his back and tried to look like he belonged in the city. There was no one around that he could see, but who knew who was watching from afar. He entered the alleyway and inspected the cart in question. It was designed to be pulled by hand with two poles jutting out of the front. The cart itself was empty with nothing but a tarpaulin thrown over the top.

      Appearing as casual as possible, Doran lifted the poles behind his back and wheeled the cart across the street. “Get in, quickly,” he commanded.

      Petur hurried out of the alcove and dived into the cart. Only his eyes popped out from under the tarpaulin as Doran dragged the cart through the streets.

      “It’s very quiet for such a large city,” the scholar observed.

      “Most o’ this is jus’ for show,” Doran explained. “The real city is below ground, a place we should avoid at all costs; that’s where the real security is. An’ shut it back there. It’s quieter out ’ere, but it ain’t deserted.”

      After passing through a handful of streets, Doran let go of some of his anxiety and appreciated where he was. The dwarven architecture was a comforting sight and he even enjoyed nodding at the occasional dwarf who walked by. There weren’t many Heavybellys who could say they had strolled through Silvyr Hall, but for Doran, it was quite something to simply walk through a dwelling of his people.

      In these hours, after midnight, the alleys and alcoves were only occupied with dwarves who had enjoyed one too many meads. Sighting a pair of Battleborns patrolling up ahead, thoughts of what would happen to him, should they be arrested, began to prey on his mind again. Silvyr Hall was likely to possess its very own Karak-Nor, only it would probably be worse.

      Doran took a quick turn to his right and disappeared down a different street. The top of the Battle Tower twinkled in the heavens as it towered over the buildings.

      “Halt!” came the dwarvish command.

      Doran quietly sighed. He had been too busy staring at the Battle Tower to notice the lone guard walking towards him. Judging by the way he was fidgeting with his trousers, the son of Dorain assumed this particular guard had slipped away from his patrol to relieve himself.

      “It’s a little late isn’t it for transporting goods? That cart isn’t exactly quiet.”

      Doran kept a firm grip on the handles. “I beg your pardon. I’ve come from the markets outside. Sold almost all of my wares.” The stout ranger gestured to the street ahead. “I just need to re-stock and get back before my competition gets the better of me.”

      The guard scrunched his hairy face. “All market activity is supposed to stay out of Silvyr Hall after dark. How did you get past the main gate?”

      Doran had no answer and he couldn’t think of a suitable lie with the time he had. “Well, you see…”

      The son of Dorain edged towards the guard with his cart and let go of the handles, causing it to lurch forward. The wooden shaft that had been in his right hand dropped onto the guard’s boot, crushing one of his toes. The Battleborn yelped and doubled over, straight into Doran’s rising knee. The blow was enough to knock the guard back and fling the helmet from his head.

      Years of living as a ranger had kept Doran’s reflexes sharp and he easily caught the descending helmet in one hand. The silvyr helm was strong and wonderfully crafted. After Doran drove it into the Battleborn’s face it was also splattered with blood, but no less appeasing to the eye, he noted. The guard collapsed with a shocking clatter in all his armour.

      “What’s going on?” Petur asked, his eyes appearing out of the side of the tarpaulin.

      “Ye’ve got company, that’s what’s goin’ on.” Doran picked up the Battleborn under his arms and dragged him as quickly as he could to the back of the cart. “Move over ye dolt!” Heaving the guard into the cart required some pushing and pulling from both companions. “Right, start undressin’ ’im. An’ quietly for the love o’ Grarfath.”

      “You want me to undress him?” Petur was crouched over the Battleborn, doing his best not to touch him.

      “We can use the armour,” Doran explained, pausing only to check the street. “Get on with it!”

      The son of Dorain dropped the flaps of the tarpaulin and picked up the cart’s handles again. It was a lot heavier now.

      Continuing through the streets, Doran was cautious at every corner. Petur was removing the armour in the back of the cart, a task that created the occasional clatter.

      It wasn’t long before the base of the Battle Tower came into view. An overawing rectangular doorway, tall enough to fit a giant, dominated the silvyr walls. The slope that rose up into the tower was lined with guards. Despite the honour such a job would be, standing guard outside, all night, in silence, was the most boring thing Doran could think of.

      It was, however, the perfect deterrent to anyone who wanted to enter the Battle Tower uninvited. The son of Dorain, falling into that category, felt a lump form in his throat.

      With some careful, and quiet, manoeuvring, Doran turned the cart around and took refuge in a nearby alley that was bricked off at one end. He pulled back the cover and looked upon a semi-naked dwarf and a sweaty scholar from The All-Tower.

      “Havin’ fun?” he asked with a coy grin.

      “It’s a little cramped,” Petur admitted.

      Doran spotted the dusty sack cloth stuffed into the corner of the cart, sparking an idea. “It’s abou’ to get more cramped,” he said ominously.
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      Adorned in stolen silvyr, Doran kept his head low as he dragged the lumpy sack towards the Battle Tower. The weight of both the unconscious guard and Petur was a strain on his arms and back. He couldn’t help but recall the days when he was strong enough to lift a dwarf over his head.

      Petur let out a small yelp of pain as the cloth was dragged over a lip in the street.

      “Shut it,” Doran hissed over his shoulder. “Hug his waist, an’ tight,” he reminded the human.

      Hauling the sack up the slope, Doran didn’t even look at the guards through the visor of his helmet. It was imperative that he appeared at ease, like he belonged among them and was free to enter the tower.

      It was the last guard, a sentinel in the middle of the entrance, that stood in his way. It was smart, Doran thought. Now, if he was deemed a threat, the guards lining the slope behind him could close in, spelling his doom.

      “What’s this then?” the Battleborn asked, looking from the sack to the blood splattered on Doran’s helm.

      “I caught this Hammerkeg trying to enter the city,” Doran lied, referring to the clan that sat below his own in the hierarchy. “Drunk on mead, the fool. The boys on the gate thought a night in the cells would remind him which clan rules these lands.”

      The Battleborn, whose job it was to scrutinise everyone’s reason for entering the tower, turned his eyes back to the sack. “Let me see,” he demanded.

      Doran obliged and untied the end of the sack, revealing the head and shoulders of the unconscious guard. His nose was bloody and both of his eyes had already turned black and purple. Doran himself examined the shape of the sack, seeing if he could make out the human clinging to the dwarf’s body. Thankfully, it was all lumps and no longer than a dwarf’s body should be.

      “Stupid Hammerkeg,” the Battleborn remarked. “Take him to the cells then.”

      “Aye.” Doran kept a lid on his relief and tied the end of the sack again, moving quickly past the guard to enter the Battle Tower.

      The interior was more familiar than anything outside. The silvyr walls were replaced with dark stone, carved in the geometric lines that pleased all dwarves. The sound of pulley systems echoed through the halls as the inhabitants of the tower journeyed down to the real city underground.

      Arriving at the first intersection, Doran offered a friendly nod to a passing dwarf. He made to turn right, as if he knew where he was going, but stopped when the dwarf was out of sight. Checking for any observers, the son of Dorain directed his attention to the sign on the far wall. The row of plaques listed potential destinations and their designated tunnels.

      “Throne room… Forges… Trophy room?” Doran shook his head; only King Uthrad would have his trophy room on display like a museum. “Undercity… Mine Entrance… Archives!” The son of Dorain dragged the sack closer to the sign to discern the direction the arrow was pointing.

      The archives were one floor up, but taking the pulley system would mean interacting with more dwarves; something Doran wanted to avoid as much as possible.

      “This is goin’ to hurt, lad,” he whispered towards the sack. “Brace yerself.”

      Doran tightened his grip on the sack and dragged it up the nearest staircase. At the last step, a dwarf in green robes paused in front of them, his curious eyes on the sack behind the ranger.

      “Guard business,” Doran assured. “Be on your way.” Only when the dwarf had moved on did the son of Dorain continue his journey.

      Being cylindrical, the walls of the tower were rounded and lined with torches. Bar the dwarf he had met on the stairs, this particular floor appeared to be deserted. They were lucky to be searching for reading material, Doran thought. Had they needed to enter the forges or the mines, a second home to most of his kin, they would have been surrounded by onlookers by now.

      The entrance to the archives was through a set of ornate double doors, both of which were covered in dust. Doran released the sack and tentatively pushed on the wood, wondering if anyone would bother to lock parchment away. As expected, they swung open with nothing but a loud creek.

      He lightly kicked the lumpy sack. “Get out,” he whispered.

      Petur Devron crawled out of the sack, taking extra care to avoid climbing on top of the unconscious guard. He wiped his sweaty head and ran a hand through his knotted mane of hair. Dishevelled as he was, the scholar still managed a broad smile at the sight of the archives.

      “I thought it would be a lot harder getting in,” Petur commented.

      “There ain’ nothin’ in ’ere considered valuable enough to guard,” Doran replied.

      “Knowledge is valuable,” Petur commented, typical of a scholar.

      Doran dragged the guard inside and ordered Petur to close the doors behind them. “Right, we ’aven’t got long. We need to be walkin’ out o’ the city jus’ after sunrise.”

      “Why?” Petur asked, watching the son of Dorain tie and gag the guard.

      “If we try an’ leave at night we’ll look suspicious. Foot traffic in an’ out o’ the city after sunrise will be expected but, better yet, the guards won’ care much who’s leavin’ Silvyr Hall. I can walk out without the armour on an’ slin’ you over me shoulder in the sack, no bother.”

      Petur clapped his hands together. “Well then, we had better get to it…”

      Doran followed the scholar’s gaze to the archives. In his haste to get inside, the dwarf had ignored the chamber itself. It was vast to say the least. Under a flat ceiling, the archives were filled with numerous shelves, all stuffed with scrolls and books. It would take a single pair of eyes a lifetime to go through it all.

      “Well, don’ jus’ stand there, lad! Get yer drawin’s out an’ get lookin’ for what we need!” Doran eyed the tall bookshelf to his right. “I ’ate readin’…”
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      The surrounding jeers and cacophony of expletives should have been enough to over-sensitize any man stepping into the circle.

      Vighon was ashamed to feel so calm…

      Stripped down to his waist, his taut muscles and patchwork of scars were revealed for all to see. Compared to Rek, who boxed the air on the other side of the circle, the northman wouldn’t be called large. Vighon had learned long ago, however, that size had little to do with winning a fight.

      Only a glance was required to assess Rek, his build like so many who had stepped into the circle to challenge Vighon. The man was a walking wall of muscle with a thick head and little between his ears.

      This wouldn’t take long.

      Godrick Cross was given room by the edge of the circle. “Who wants to see a bloody good fight?” he roared.

      If the resounding cheers were anything to go by, the crowd were thirsty for blood. Catching the occasional chant or shout, Vighon could tell that the bets were being placed against him.

      “Cross!” the northman called over the din. “Can a fighter still bet on himself to win?”

      The Ironsworn laughed. “You want to bet on yourself, do you? Fair enough!”

      Vighon gestured to his belongings outside the circle. “You’ll find a few bags of coins in there! Bet everything on me to win!”

      Cross hefted the bags of coins Vighon had taken from the men waiting to get inside. “That’s some coin! I suppose it’s an easy bet for a dead man!” He clapped his hands, eager for blood himself. “Fight!”

      Rek started forward until Vighon put his hand up. “Wait!”

      The larger man stopped in the middle of the circle and looked questioningly at Godrick. Vighon took the time to go through his stretching routine, arching his back and twisting his torso. He moved onto his limbs next, all the while the cheering of the crowds died down. The only person chuckling to themselves was Cross, who had seen Vighon’s routine before.

      “It’s very important to stretch before a fight,” he informed them all.

      Rek, feeling he was being made a fool of, sneered before his first lunge. Besides giving his attack away, the punch itself was lazy, going out wide with the intention of hammering Vighon’s jaw. Being so wide, the northman had but to lift his right hand and intercept the arm at the wrist.

      Predictably, Rek immediately brought up his other fist and plunged it towards Vighon’s face. A quick duck and a dash forwards put Vighon under the punch and by Rek’s side. There was nothing more satisfying than thrusting his open palm up into the man’s throat.

      Vighon continued his momentum and walked towards Cross, whose excitement had disappeared at the sight of his best fighter: Rek was down on one knee, coughing and spluttering for air. The northerner hadn’t hit him as hard as he could, certainly not as hard as he should. With that one strike he could have ended the fight right then.

      But he didn’t want to.

      He wanted them to hurt: Rek, Cross, every Ironsworn watching. Vighon turned back to face the big man, who was slowly recovering with a very red face.

      “It’s annoying, isn’ it?” Vighon jibed, raising his voice over the baying mob. “You can do all that training! Get yourself as big as can be! Tolerate pain in ways no ordinary man ever could! Nothing you can do about the muscle around your throat though…”

      Rek tried to growl, or perhaps he tried to speak and it came out as a growl. Either way, it told Vighon he was about to lunge again. That meaty fist cut through the air, its intended destination Vighon’s face.

      The northman raised his left hand and bent his arm to present Rek with the point of his elbow. Just as he had seen Cross do many times in the past, Vighon leaned his weight into the elbow and let the big man’s fist connect with it. It was a devastating blow… to Rek.

      The knuckle that met Vighon’s elbow was instantly broken and pushed back into the big man’s hand. Rek’s damaged throat tried to let loose a scream as he recoiled across the circle, cradling his broken hand.

      Vighon took another moment to wander past Godrick and gloat before turning his attention back to Rek. “Muscles are great, but you can’t grow them everywhere! Knuckles… they’re all bone!”

      Without any warning this time, Rek came at him again. With his right hand out of action, the big man threw out his left fist. The force of it would surely knock Vighon down as it was connected to such a strong arm. Vighon, however, was much lighter and faster, his mind clear of the pain that fogged Rek’s intelligence.

      Sidestepping out of the way, the northman gripped the inside of his opponent’s wrist and threw all of his weight behind the punch he slammed into Rek’s outstretched elbow. The limb snapped. A swift kick to the back of his leg and Rek was now a pile of broken limbs, who could do nothing but roll around in agony.

      The surprising victory should have brought with it cheers and hollers, but there wasn’t a soul who hadn’t just lost a great deal of their money.

      In the silence, Vighon faced Cross once again. “I think Rek’s fighting days are behind him…”

      Godrick twisted his mouth and his eyes darted from one side of Vighon’s head to the other, observing the crowd. He couldn’t punish the northman for winning, for such a thing would dissuade others from volunteering.

      “You used to put on more of a show,” Cross quietly replied. “Alright you lot! The fun’s over! Hand over your coin and get out, now!”

      Vighon pushed through the departing rabble and collected his belongings. Ideally, he would scoop them up and leave with everyone else, but the temperature outside was unforgiving. By the time his gambeson, vambraces, and sword were fitted comfortably, the northman picked up his fur cloak and faced a room full of Ironsworn.

      “I’ll just take my coin and go,” he announced. “Or, you can tell me what I want to know and I’ll leave as I am.”

      Godrick folded his arms tightly across his chest and paced around the base of the stands. The man was angry, but Vighon could see the conundrum he faced when the source of that ire was his boss’s son.

      “I won by the rules of the circle,” Vighon told him. “And we both know you can’t kill me without facing Arlon.”

      Godrick came to sit on the edge of the bottom row where he squared Vighon with a hard look. “These boys,” he said, gesturing to the thugs that filled the room. “These boys are mine. It’s not hard to see where things are going. Soon, your daddy will wear a crown and he’ll have an army at his back. Where does that leave the rest of us? These boys have chosen a side.” Cross patted the gang’s tattoo on his arm. “The Ironsworn. And these days, I am The Ironsworn. I’m thinking this lot beat you to death and no one tells a soul. Who’s going to find your body when it’s at the bottom of The King’s Lake?”

      Vighon took a breath, wondering if he could still get out of here with words alone. “Arlon still calls the shots, Godrick. If he were here, they would stand behind him.”

      Cross looked around. “I don’t see the big bad Arlon anywhere. Do you, boys?” The thugs shook their heads and looked at Vighon the same way a lion would look at a gazelle.

      Vighon cursed his luck. “If you care so little for Arlon’s reign just tell me what I came here for. How does he know what’s inside that mine, Godrick?”

      Cross tilted his head. “Things are tentative right now. The big man is still in charge. But, I have those that are loyal to me and your daddy has those loyal to him.”

      “You mean he still has the numbers,” Vighon clarified.

      “For now…” Cross replied with a wicked grin pulling at his cheeks. “Let’s get on with it, shall we! Boys!”

      The Ironsworn thugs closed in. Vighon hadn’t taken a count of them, aware that they possessed the sufficient numbers to kill him. The northman put a hand on the hilt of his sword and pulled the steel an inch out of its scabbard.

      “Excuse me!” boomed a familiar voice.

      Everyone turned back to the entrance to find Russell Maybury. Of course, to everyone but Vighon, he was simply a hulking form of muscle that eclipsed the doorway.

      “I’ve come for the fight,” the tavern owner declared.

      Cross shook his head. “The fight’s over! Come back tomorrow night!”

      “I’m not here for that fight…”

      Russell strode towards them with a confidence the thugs should have taken seriously. The gap between them, however, was too far to reveal the unnatural yellow tinge to Russell’s eyes, betraying his supernatural secret.

      The first two thugs stepped in front of him and Vighon smirked. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he warned.

      It was too late for them. Russell threw them aside with casual ease, tossing their heavy bodies much farther than any man should be capable of. Vighon noted the confusion on Cross’s face immediately. Unfortunately for the others, they were too stupid to realise what opposed them.

      Russell evaded the attacks of the next two, his movements almost a blur. One strong hand gripped the face of an Ironsworn and flung him to the side. The next thug received a backhand that launched him into the stands, leaving him in a tangled heap of limbs.

      Vighon could see the remaining three hesitate as Russell continued his stride towards them. The northman thought about helping the werewolf, but he couldn’t put them down as quickly and efficiently as Russell.

      One by one, the last three were thrown, beaten, and slammed into the floor until they didn’t rise. Russell came to stand beside Vighon, his yellow eyes fixed on Cross who, credit to him, remained seated and calm.

      “You should have just told me what I wanted to know,” Vighon said, attaching his cloak.

      “You won’t be able to beat it out of me,” Cross stated as a matter of fact.

      “I know,” Vighon replied, making for the staircase. “You might want to find yourself some new thugs to call your own.”

      Russell stood firmly in place while Vighon paused to pick up a few bags of coins - his winnings. Only when the northman reached the staircase did the werewolf tear his eyes from Godrick Cross and leave with him.

      Back in the freezing air, under the black clouds, Vighon took a deep breath. For a moment there, he had wondered if he would ever feel the wind on his face again.

      Without waiting for the werewolf, the northman retraced his steps into the alleys packed with starving refugees. They mobbed him the moment they heard the coins rattling in the bags.

      “There’s enough for everyone!” he called over the growing crowd. The coins he had won were more than enough to ensure that every person received something. “Find shelter and food,” he advised.

      When the bags were empty, he made his way to the edge of the city again and admired The King’s Lake.

      Russell, whose nose could track anyone, came to join him. “I’ve seen you do some foolish things, lad, but going down there on your own has to top them all.”

      “They live in a different world, Russell. It’s a world only I understand.”

      “Aye, but don’t go confusing your understanding with belonging,” Russell cautioned.

      Vighon looked out on the frozen lake. “Either way, I failed.”

      “Galanör said you were after some information about that mine in Vengora, the one Doran went into with the Galfreys.”

      Vighon smiled to himself. “Galanör sent you, did he? I should have guessed.”

      “He was worried about you, Inara too. You’ve got friends here, Vighon, don’t forget that.”

      Vighon was reminded of his father’s words. There’s no place for friends in this world, Arlon had said. They either hold you back or wait for the opportune moment to stab you in the back.

      “I wish Alijah was here…” he said absently.

      Russell nodded. “The pair of you always did have a knack for getting out of the worst things.”

      Vighon chuckled. “That’s because we usually got into the worst of things.”

      Russell shared the laugh. “Aye, that you did. I was always thankful Hadavad was around to keep an eye on you.”

      Vighon felt guilty for not thinking of Hadavad. Since arriving in Namdhor, the northman’s thoughts had narrowed significantly. He hoped that wherever the mage was, he had found the answers he left them for.

      Trying to pick up his own spirits, Vighon said, “I’m sure both Hadavad and Alijah will return to us soon. Knowing Alijah, it will probably be in some spectacular way.”

      “No doubt,” Russell agreed. “Come on, lad. I’ve secured a room for you and Galanör at an inn not far from here. The elf said he hated staying in The Dragon Keep…”

      Vighon followed Russell through the streets, but he barely registered the werewolf’s words. His thoughts falling back onto Alijah, the northman wondered when he was going to see his best friend again, if ever…
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      The sound of a creaking door woke Alijah from his slumber. The half-elf rested limply against the wall, hung up by his manacles. Focusing his bleary eyes between the strands of hair, he looked upon the empty cell before him.

      Malliath was yet to return.

      Every time he woke up to find the dragon absent, Alijah felt a great loneliness, a void within him that needed Malliath to fill it.

      Splashing footsteps pulled his attention to the door, where an average-looking man in dark robes approached him. A mage of The Black Hand, a servant of The Crow and follower of Kaliban. Just as he did with every dark mage he came across in these wretched halls, Alijah tried to impart the truth.

      “He’s lying to you!” he blurted. “The Crow told me himself! His name is Sarkas. He was there in the beginning, when The Echoes were young! They made Kaliban up!”

      “Silence!” The dark mage spat, backhanding Alijah for good measure.

      Becoming accustomed to an agonising level of pain, the rogue shrugged off the meagre slap and renewed his efforts. “Kaliban isn’t real!” he fumed. “He never was! The priests of The Echoes made him up as a form of control! The Crow is using him to control you—”

      The dark mage revealed his wand and pressed it to Alijah’s skin. “Another blasphemous word and I’ll turn you inside out.”

      Alijah opened his mouth but let his head sag instead. The dark mage had come to escort him across the hall, to the much smaller room where he was allowed to eat and drink. Why endure more pain if he didn’t have to?

      The manacles were kept around his wrists, but the dark mage unhooked the chains from the wall. The wet stone was always freezing under his feet and his legs needed a moment to adjust to the weight of his body again.

      At the point of a wand, he was removed from the cathedral-sized cell and dropped unceremoniously into a chair, across the hall. The chamber was windowless with nothing but a table and chair inside. As always, the food was waiting for him in its almost frozen state.

      Alijah spooned the chunky slop. “I take it The Bastion is still without its master…”

      The dark mage lowered his head to Alijah’s face with a sneer. “Don’t worry; The Crow will be back soon enough to continue his work—”

      Having heard all he needed, Alijah flicked his wrists up, throwing the chain between his manacles up and over the dark mage’s head. Before the man knew what was happening, the half-elf snapped his hands back down, pulling the chain down on the mage’s neck. The sound of his head slamming into the table was the most satisfying sound Alijah had ever heard.

      Dazed and groaning, the dark mage attempted to crawl away, his hands searching the floor for his wand. Alijah scraped his chair back and pounced, throwing the chain around his throat this time. After a few seconds of squeezing and pulling, the half-elf realised he didn’t have the strength to strangle the man. He settled, instead, for ramming his head into the slimy wall. Twice…

      Alijah slumped against the wall, beside the blood stain, and slowly dropped to the floor. He needed to catch his breath and gather his thoughts before it was too late. He had no idea how many of The Black Hand remained in The Bastion when The Crow departed.

      Whatever the number, the only thought that rose to the surface and dominated his will was escape. He would get off this floor and find a way out. If he could reach the steps that led up to The Bastion he could follow the path back down to the valley and disappear into the rocky terrain of The Vrost Mountains.

      Gathering what strength he had, Alijah rolled the dark mage over and over until he freed the man of his black robe. It felt good to have warm cloth around his skin again, even if it was splattered with blood. Locating the keys around the mage’s belt, Alijah happily freed his sore wrists of the thick manacles.

      The boots weren’t a perfect fit, but they would do - anything would do if it meant he could walk through the snow.

      With the hood over his face, the half-elf exited the chamber as quietly as he could, checking the long hall for any others. He had been blindfolded on his way through The Bastion, after watching Hadavad die, leaving him clueless as to the correct direction to take. Still, he wasn’t going to find a way out if he didn’t start moving.

      The shadowy halls were hollow, every sound amplified as they echoed through the ancient keep. Alijah tried to keep his footsteps light until he eventually came across another member of The Black Hand. Creeping through what was supposed to be his own home would have appeared far too suspicious. Instead, he straightened his back and walked as casually as he could, careful to keep his face within the folds of the hood.

      Without making eye contact, he had no idea if his identity had been discovered, but a few steps later and he had not been confronted. Alijah let out a sigh of relief and turned the next corner, still unsure of exactly where he was going. He knew he was high up and hoped his route was leading him to the winding stairs that would take him down to the main gate.

      A few floors down, there was more activity and he heard a pair of dark mages walking towards him. Fearing the extra scrutiny, Alijah made a sharp right and disappeared down another hall. There were more crossing the intersection at the other end.

      Alijah took a breath and reminded himself to stay calm. If he panicked, they would discover him all the more easily. Taking what route he could, the half-elf made for the door, the only door off the corridor.

      Closing the old wood with tentative fingers, Alijah paused, barring the way for a moment. It wasn’t long before the footsteps walked past the door and continued down the hall, away from him. Alijah rested his head against the wood, wondering how he was going to get out of here. It wouldn’t be long before they found the unconscious mage and his own cell absent its prisoner.

      Turning around, the chamber’s contents immediately jumped out at him. The archaeologist and historian in him couldn’t help but notice the ancient scrolls and maps pinned to the walls and scattered over the long desk. Jars decorated the surrounding walls, each filled with amber liquid and grotesque shapes, some of which looked to have once been living creatures.

      There was one particular relic that caught Alijah’s eye. Hooked over a stand on the desk, Hadavad’s Viridian Ruby glistened in the torchlight. He crossed the room without thinking and handled the gem, feeling its rough sides. Flashes of the mage’s final moments still haunted him, his dying breath an eternal echo stuck in his mind.

      Looking around, Alijah knew exactly whose chamber this was. Opposite The Crow’s desk, above the massive hearth, was a line of glyphs from the time of The First Kingdom. Before The Black Hand had moved in, this very room had belonged to King Atilan.

      Drawing his attention back to the desk top, Alijah pored over the parchments and maps. If he was going to escape, it would help the war effort if he retrieved any plans from the enemy. Many of them were scribed in the ancient script, something that would require time to translate. He quickly moved the scrolls aside, looking for anything immediately recognisable as valuable.

      The map beneath it all was the most familiar thing. Or at least two thirds of it was. The map had Ayda to the east, the smallest continent and home to the elves, and Illian in the centre of the map, home to mankind and the dwarves in the north. To the west, however, beyond the wild ocean of The Hox, lay new land, a realm Alijah had never seen before.

      Pushing aside the other scrolls, the rogue ran his hands over the map, taking an extra moment to read the names.

      “Erador…” he uttered into the cold room.

      The land was connected to Illian in the north by several hundred miles of mountainous terrain. There were other names on the map, inside the borders of Erador. Sunhold… Drayshon… The Silver Trees of Akmar… Mount Kaliban. Alijah wanted to visit them all and uncover the secrets lost from those forgotten kingdoms.

      New land wasn’t the only thing this map revealed. For all the names and locations identified on the parchment, there was one ancient glyph scribed in red ink, that stood out. The glyph was copied in different parts of the map, covering all three continents. There was one in Illian and one over the island of Dragorn.

      What did it mean?

      Alijah’s head was swimming with his lessons as well as his memories regarding ancient translations. He thought he had seen that symbol somewhere before but it wouldn’t come to him. Perhaps they were Black Hand locations, safe houses they could use. But the glyph covering the island of Dragorn was the only one over a city.

      Alijah couldn’t think straight. It almost hurt to focus on anything other than his lessons. He snatched the map and stuffed it into his ragged clothes. Making sense of it would have to wait until he was somewhere safe.

      Leaving the desk behind, the rogue made for the door when another relic stopped him in his tracks. Lodged on a pair of hooks, adorning the far wall, was a bone, a fossil to be exact. Alijah didn’t even mean to, but his legs placed him squarely in front of it. There was no mistaking what he was looking at, it was just simply too big to be true.

      “It’s a tooth,” came the startling voice from behind.

      Alijah nearly jumped into the wall as he recoiled from the sound. Standing in the middle of the room, The Crow appeared totally at ease. Alijah was frozen to the spot, an animal cornered by a predator it couldn’t hope to escape.

      “You should have kept running,” The Crow continued. “It’s distracting though, isn’t it? All of this. It has certainly distracted me for more than a lifetime.”

      Alijah tried to edge along the wall and get closer to the door. What he was going to do after that, however, he had no idea.

      “It’s quite something, isn’t it?” The Crow gestured to the enormous tooth above Alijah. “It was already here when The Black Hand assumed ownership. It belonged to King Atilan; the only one he had. Like me, he was curious as to the creature that could possess such a tooth. It’s three times as big as any dragon’s…”

      The half-elf was happy to let the wizard go on if it meant he could creep ever closer to the door. A part of him knew, unfortunately, that he would never make it. Pain was all that awaited him.

      “Unlike me, Atilan was obsessed with immortality, an obsession that divided his interests. My own passions have been somewhat more focused. That tooth belonged to a Leviathan, a Cerbadon to be exact; I’ve categorised them myself.”

      Alijah had no idea what he was talking about. Some of the words he had heard before, but it was like recalling a dream.

      “Come now, there must be something of that inquisitive nature still alive in there. I just told you about a piece of history that predates The First Kingdom, a species that has remained buried for millennia, and you can only stare at me with the face of a terrified little lamb.” The Crow’s demeanour turned wicked. “Maybe it’s time for your next lesson…”

      Alijah bolted for the door, his fear driving one foot after the other and giving him strength he didn’t know he had.

      Before he knew it, he was half hobbling, half running down the hall, his escape unchallenged by The Crow. Once again, he had no idea where he was going inside the labyrinth, but now he had a reason to move with all haste.

      There was no sign of the other mages now, the corridors empty. The rogue stumbled around every corner and knocked into walls as he felt his energy seeping away. Even if he made it out of The Bastion, how was he going to survive in the northern snows? It was a dark thought, but for a moment, Alijah hoped he would die in the wilds and his body would be covered by the snow, never to be found by the necromancers.

      “Where are you going, Alijah?” The Crow’s voice bounced off every wall, its origin unknown. “You aren’t ready for the world yet. Only in The Bastion can you unlock your true potential.”

      Alijah searched every shadow and dark corner for the wizard, often missing the obstacle in front of him. There was no sign of him, yet the half-elf knew he was being followed. Charging around the next corner, Alijah slipped on the wet stone and fell face first onto the floor. His jaw was shocked with pain and he tasted blood in his mouth.

      “Find that strength, Alijah,” The Crow called from the ether. “What defines us is how well we rise after falling.”

      Alijah scrambled on his hands and knees before finding the strength to pick himself up. He desperately needed to find the way out, before it was too late.

      “Fear… that is the lesson. Fear is not real; it is simply a product of your thoughts. Danger, however, is very real.”

      Alijah skidded to a stop, confronted by The Crow at the head of the corridor. Without thinking, the rogue dashed to the left and darted down the next hallway, regardless of where it led.

      “Fear is a choice, Alijah.” The Crow’s voice followed him without difficulty, as if the wizard was inside his mind. “Fear is a tactic that can be used against your enemies, but it can also be used against you, if you let it.”

      Alijah stopped in the middle of the corridor with the choice of two directions. Feeling a colder breeze from his right, the half-elf hoped it was a sign of a nearby door to the outside world.

      “When your bond with Malliath is fully matured, you will be what’s known as an apex predator. But, you will not prey on the weak and the helpless like the greedy kings that came before you. No, you will prey on the cruel and the ignorant. For everyone else, fear is a way of life, dictating their every decision. Being above such things, you will wield fear as a weapon against those who would harm your people.”

      Alijah found the source of the icy breeze and felt the last of his hope drop away with the jagged cliff before him. The end of the hall was a gaping hole with broken stonework on all four sides. There was no way down, not without climbing the sharp rock through the mist. To jump would be death. The rogue glanced over his shoulder, aware that the one who pursued him had unlocked the power of resurrection.

      Deciding to turn back and search for another way out, Alijah began to retrace his steps. A sound echoed from around the corner, the hisses and growls so unnatural it set off his primordial instincts to run and hide. The horrifying noise was accompanied by the sound of bare hands and feet slapping against the wet stone. Alijah backed away, towards the jagged hole, with his eyes fixed on the corner in front of him.

      The torchlight gave birth to multiple shadows that soon morphed into a horde of Darklings. The dead things crawled like animals rather than humans, their past lives forgotten. Their flesh was putrid and marred having moved beyond the trappings of pain and the need to breathe.

      Alijah had met their kind before, often used to guard The Black Hand’s dwellings. He had interrupted their grave robbing on several occasions to save the dead from being brought back. The only way to kill them was by decapitation or fire, neither of which he was currently capable of.

      The Crow emerged from the middle of the horde. The undead stopped with him, barring the way with their master. Only when compared to the long dead did The Black Hand’s leader look close to alive.

      “Fear has two meanings,” The Crow said, ever the teacher. “You can either forget everything and run, or face everything and rise.” The wizard threw a simple steel sword onto the floor in front of Alijah. “What’s it going to be?”

      Alijah looked from the sword to the Darklings. Could he kill them all? Did he have the strength? What would it matter if he did? The Crow would still be left standing there and he wouldn’t be brought down by a sword.

      The half-elf lifted his hand, feigning his reach for the sword, before spinning on the spot and running for the hole. An awkward leap was just enough to grip the side of the broken wall, where his years of climbing paid off.

      The Crow’s ancient voice called after him. “Embracing your lessons will make everything easier, Alijah!”

      The rogue knew he couldn’t go down, but he could go up. Maybe, he thought, he could scale The Bastion and get a better view of its layout. From there, he could find the best way of climbing down without having to go inside.

      Alijah worked his way around the broken wall and began his climb, being as careful as he could to keep a sure footing. The Bastion’s dark stone was slippery, covered in ice and worn down after thousands of years standing tall over The Vrost Mountains.

      It hurt like hell…

      The cold became almost unbearable straight away, his stolen robe proving lethal in the strong winds. Turning his head to see where he should go, Alijah quickly discovered that his eyes couldn’t be relied upon. Between the mist, ash, and freezing winds in his face, he could only see what was right in front of him.

      In his fatigue, the half-elf misjudged the ledge above his hand. It was a deadly mistake. Alijah’s weight brought him down and no amount of strength, be he an elf or a giant, would have allowed the rogue to regain his grip.

      He slipped and bumped against the stone, jarring his bones with every hit. His fall soon turned into a tumble as his hands lashed out for any kind of hold. When his momentum met an outcropping, Alijah’s body was thrown forward, away from The Bastion’s walls.

      The world greeted him with its vastly open arms.

      The mist made it impossible to see where the next impact would be, though it would certainly be his last. There was an urge to cry out, to yell at the top of his lungs in the face of death. No such noise left the rogue’s lips as he embraced the end of his life for a second time in as many days.

      Alijah heard the wings before he saw their powerful effect on the mist. Malliath’s black form appeared beneath him, the dragon descending just fast enough to stay under him. The gap between them began to close until the half-elf could reach out and grab Malliath’s horns. He pulled himself in and their bodies connected for the first time.

      The power and strength that ran through Malliath’s body was unmistakeable. A subtle pressure built beneath Alijah’s body and he felt the dragon rise. He wanted to crawl up the length of Malliath’s body and sit behind his head, but holding on required every last shred of his strength.

      The mist dropped below them and Alijah managed his first look at The Bastion from afar. It was just as ugly on the outside as it was on the inside, the perfect representation of its evil.

      His relief at being rescued and hope of being taken away was short lived when Malliath banked towards the ancient stone.

      “No…” he uttered, his chin shivering. “No. No, no, no! Fly away! Malliath…”

      The dragon paid his pleas no attention and continued his flight. The Bastion was under them in seconds and Malliath was angling to drop back into Alijah’s cell, the pit of his doom.

      “Please…” he begged.

      Before Malliath had landed in the massive chamber, Alijah felt the grip of magic around his body and he was yanked away. He landed hard on the freezing stone beside the young couple that had been left to rot in his cell. Reavers stood firm in front of the old door, not a muscle twitching between them. Asher was almost as lifeless, resting in the shadows where Malliath had come to land.

      Alijah tried to turn his whimper into a groan and crawl away from the Reavers. The Crow was waiting for him, one hand examining the manacles fastened to the wall.

      “I’m not asking you to live without fear,” the wizard said. “No man can live without fear. I’m asking you to resist it, to master it, even run towards it! Do you know what that is called? Courage.”

      The half-elf couldn’t bring himself to say anything. He had been robbed of his hope of escape and his body felt more broken than ever. Reavers, as always, were only moments away from inflicting more pain.

      Alijah looked up from the floor and met Malliath’s purple eyes. He had to remind himself that the dragon was enthralled, his will controlled by The Crow. To believe that he had delivered the rogue back to this hell of his own accord would be enough, right now, to crush what little remained of his spirit.

      A wave of brief nausea and dizziness came over the half-elf, yet he maintained his eye contact with the dragon. There was so much behind Malliath’s gaze - an intelligence, a personality… a soul. Alijah wanted nothing more than to reach out with his mind and fall into Malliath’s.

      Hold fast…

      The two words caught Alijah off guard for he knew they had resounded inside his head and nowhere else. It was a deep voice, rich, and thick with emotion urging the rogue to hold fast and keep his courage. Alijah knew the voice could only have come from Malliath, but he also couldn’t believe it.

      Then, he wanted more.

      He had never felt so privileged in all his life and, for a brief moment, he forgot where he was. Alijah glimpsed a life of freedom and companionship with Malliath, where they would make each other happy. He wanted, more than anything, to make the dragon happy, something Malliath hadn’t experienced in a very long time.

      The Crow stepped in front of him, shattering his dreams. “There will be time for courage,” he promised. “There are still many lessons to learn.”

      The Reavers picked Alijah up and stripped him of the mage’s robe and boots. The Crow removed the map from the rogue’s waist line and pocketed it inside his own robes. The rogue was so tired he could do nothing but let the Reavers manhandle him and chain him back to the wall.

      “Fear will show you the way,” The Crow proclaimed. “You must walk steadily towards it, for otherwise, you will always be running. It’s only when faced with darkness that you will find your true self. Your courage will surprise you, embolden you. That’s a king the people can get behind.”

      The Crow walked away, replaced by the Reavers and their sharp implements. Alijah squirmed in his chains, his natural response to hug the wall and move as far away as possible.

      “The pain will leave once it has finished teaching you…” The ancient wizard’s parting words were soon drowned out by Alijah’s screams.
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      In a void between reality, Gideon’s projected mind anxiously awaited Queen Adilandra of the elves. The surrounding abyss was empty, its boundaries unknowable, yet the Master Dragorn felt as if he was residing inside a small room.

      He wondered whether or not that feeling was the result of the intimate connection between the diviner he possessed and the diviner Queen Adilandra possessed.

      Such musings did little to distract him from thoughts of the conversation he was about to have. Adilandra had devoted her reign to undoing her husband’s work; a thousand years of fuelling hate and inciting war against Illian.

      Now, he was going to ask the queen of elves to rally her kin and sail them across The Adean for naught but war. It was a lot to ask, Gideon knew, but Illian needed allies more than ever, especially ones who had fought and won against the orcs before.

      Something stirred in the ether, a coalescence of light and smoke. Gideon straightened his back, adjusting his image of sitting cross-legged on the floor of his private chamber. The form that took shape before him was not that of Queen Adilandra.

      “Faylen?”

      “Greetings, Master Thorn,” the elf replied.

      “You can call me Gideon, you know.”

      “You are the master of the Dragorn order,” Faylen reminded him needlessly. “It would be inappropriate of me to call you by anything but your title.”

      It wasn’t the first time he had faced this discussion with the High Guardian of Elandril and he didn’t have time to get into it again. “Faylen, where is Queen Adilandra?” he asked with a hint of urgency in his tone.

      “Peace is a hard notion to embrace for some among us,” the elf explained. “There are those who still hunger for war, sadly. The queen takes them into the great forests personally to oversee their rehabilitation.”

      “You mean she isn’t in Elandril right now?” Gideon confirmed.

      Faylen gave a sharp nod. “Correct, Master Thorn. Is there an issue I can help you with?” The High Guardian tilted her ethereal head at Gideon, detecting his unease.

      “It is of the utmost importance that I speak with her. Can the queen be reached in The Amara Forest?”

      “They take nothing with them,” Faylen said, shaking her head. “The point of the retreats is to embrace nature again, as those in Ilythyra do. What is going on, Master Thorn? I fear what drives you so.”

      Gideon could feel what little hope he had for this conversation slipping away. “Time is a considerable factor, so I will be blunt. The orcs have returned to Illian.”

      Faylen’s face battled with several emotions at once. “Orcs?” she echoed incredulously.

      “They have already destroyed The Arid Lands and taken Grey Stone and Velia. Their army is larger than anything I’ve ever seen, even dwarfing the Darkakin.”

      Faylen looked away, grave concern etched across her fair features. “What of Reyna and Nathaniel? The children?”

      Gideon understood her immediate fears; the Galfreys had a habit of getting stuck in the middle of things. “Reyna and Nathaniel aren’t even in Illian. They left before the invasion to see to a dispute in Vengora.” Seeing the plethora of questions that was about to pour out of Faylen, the Master Dragorn waved the subject away. “It’s complicated. They’re safe the last I heard.”

      “What of Inara and Alijah?”

      “Inara was last seen in Grey Stone, before it fell. We’ve had no contact since but she’s with Athis. Chances are high that she’s gone to Namdhor.” Gideon swallowed when he thought about her brother, a far more complicated matter. “Alijah was in Velia when it was attacked. He’s still missing…”

      Faylen put a hand to her mouth as panic threatened to creep in.

      “On top of it all,” he continued, “the Dragorn are suffering massive losses.”

      “The orcs?” Faylen questioned.

      “Worse. Malliath the voiceless has allied with them. He’s already burned Lirian to the ground.”

      The High Guardian searched Gideon’s features for any sign of madness. “Malliath? I thought he was—”

      “He has returned,” Gideon cut in. “There’s more, so much more. I wanted to keep you out of it all; I know violence is a path your people are trying to walk away from.”

      “You need our army,” Faylen stated.

      “Desperately, Faylen. There’s barely anything left of the armies here. Only Namdhor still stands.”

      “We have no army to speak of anymore,” the elf replied regretfully. “Since The War for the Realm, our people have scattered throughout northern Ayda. It would take considerable time to regroup those who would be willing to fight.”

      “We don’t have time,” Gideon pushed.

      Faylen held up her hand. “Wait. If the orcs have returned, you can be assured that my people will respond; I will lead them myself if I have to. But, you have to start from the beginning. Tell me everything.”

      Gideon thought of everything that had transpired to bring about Illian’s ruin. There was a lot to explain, chief among it all the role of The Black Hand. For Faylen, however, the news of Asher’s resurrection would be a blow to her emotions. It was no secret how close they had become before his death in the caves of Kaliban.

      “I will tell you all that I can,” he said. “But, we both know that Adilandra alone has the authority to summon her warriors. I must speak with her.”

      “I will send for her at once,” Faylen promised.

      Gideon sighed. “You know enough to understand my urgency. There are no greater fighters in all the realm than your kin. Contact me when the queen has returned and I will tell you everything…”
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        * * *

      

      The prospect of receiving no aid from the elves weighed heavily on Gideon. After leaving the conversation with the High Guardian, he felt hopeless and unsure of his next move.

      Rolan Baird’s words crept into his mind and gave life to those seeds of doubt that had been sown. Was he fit to rule the Dragorn? Could he truly provide the protection he had promised the realm?

      He had fought the battles he could in The War for the Realm, but they were never on this scale. The choices he had taken all those years ago had done nothing to prepare him for real war.

      The Master Dragorn questioned himself over and over again until Ilargo insisted that he rest. Seeking sleep in his bed, however, only saw him toss and turn for hours. Eventually, Gideon gave up on the idea and decided to return to the library. The prophecy, found by Alijah, still required his attention.

      In his tired state, The Crow’s words continued to plague his mind, stealing his focus.

      “I only hope you can find the answer therein… before it is too late.”

      The Master Dragorn had gone over the translated text again and again, searching for some hidden meaning. That’s if there even were answers to be found. The Crow was nothing if not manipulative.

      Gideon read a line from the prophecy’s translation. “Only magic wrought of unity can break the chains…” He muttered it over and over again, the only line that jumped out at him as a potential riddle to be solved.

      His head swimming and his worries weighing him down, it was inevitable that Gideon would rest his head and fall asleep at the table.

      When next he awoke, it was to the urgent call of his name and the alarm on Corrigan’s face.

      “Master Thorn!” The young man ran down the stairs to the library’s lowest floor.

      “Corrigan?” Gideon jumped to his feet. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Master Baird,” Corrigan panted. “He’s not in The Lifeless Isles. Six others are also unaccounted for…”

      Gideon looked away, the conclusion obvious to him. Ilargo, can you sense Deartanyon?

      No, the dragon replied. Deartanyon and Ayana left hours ago. They are too far to reach now.

      Gideon would have preferred her counsel on the matter, but nothing would change what had to happen next. “Rouse Arathor and Haliel; the four of us are flying north immediately. Inform Mara that she’s in charge while we’re gone.”

      Corrigan bowed his head and sprinted away to carry out Gideon’s commands.

      The Master Dragorn glanced at the prophecy that haunted him. It would have to wait, he reasoned. Noting the broken mirror in the corner of the library, Gideon rolled the ancient parchment up and locked it away inside one of the cabinets.
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        * * *

      

      Racing to meet Ilargo, Gideon leaped from the mouth of the cave and dived down towards the ocean below. As they had done many times, the dragon swept underneath him at the last moment and the two began their journey into the sky, above The Lifeless Isles.

      Arathor and Haliel rose up beside him astride their dragons, Thraden and Vaerix. Corrigan brought up the rear of their formation astride Menevel. They weren’t the order’s most powerful dragons, but they were fast enough to keep up with Ilargo.

      Together, they flew north, over The Adean. They passed Korkanath, its ruins still smoking in places. Gideon had already sent Dragorn to the school of magic to search for any survivors.

      They soared below the ash clouds for most of the day before banking to the west and making for land. The Shining Coast of Illian was without its splendour, the high white walls dulled beneath a dark sky.

      Crossing over the snowy fields, it was easy to spot The Selk Road, the muddy path trampled by thousands of orcs. Dark patches throughout the land were evidence of their numerous camps.

      Gideon submerged into his bond with Ilargo. So massive is their army that they scar the very land…

      From memories past, the orcs’ numbers were twice what they are now during The Great War.

      Gideon couldn’t envision such an army. No wonder it required an alliance between the dwarves and elves to defeat them.

      And the Dragorn, Ilargo added. The entire world had to rise up together to push them back.

      After talking to Ayana, I fear we cannot rely on any alliances. The elves have returned to their old ways and the dwarves… well, who can predict their kind? We’re just as likely to end up fighting them as well as the orcs.

      One problem at a time, Gideon…

      The Master Dragorn knew his companion was right, but he also knew his thoughts were helping to distract him. In truth, he was terrified of what they were going to find when they reached the eastern edge of The Vrost Mountains.

      He was angry with Rolan for not only disobeying him, but for endangering the lives of others. It was also proof that there were those in the order who had begun to doubt Gideon’s leadership.

      We walk a fine line, Ilargo said deep in the Dragorn’s mind. We wield a power beyond any king or kingdom. It would be easy for us to take the realm by force and assert our dominance. Through fear and terror we could make the people live in peace. But that is not the way of the Dragorn. We are peacekeepers, not peace enforcers. The ebb and flow of the realm must be allowed to continue without our influence. We are part of nature, not nature itself…

      Rolan would have us cross that line, Gideon replied. He thinks I’m not bold enough.

      We can only hope that his own rash actions have not cost the lives of our kin.

      Burdened with his responsibility to those Dragorn, Gideon hugged Ilargo’s body as the dragon rose higher to increase their speed. He instructed the others to bank west and approach the edge of the mountains from a high vantage. If the orcs were still camped where The Crow had revealed, they wouldn’t want to arrive within range of their ballistas.

      Ilargo and Thraden landed on the plateau first, forcing Vaerix and Menevel to cling to the mountainside. At this height, the falling ash was as thick as fog, but the dragons could pierce it.

      What do you see?

      Ilargo’s head arched over the lip of the plateau and turned left and right. Thraden, Arathor’s dragon, mirrored Ilargo and scanned the valley below. All four dragons shared a feeling of great sorrow and Gideon’s heart began to break.

      Show me…

      The dragons dived over the edge and glided down to the valley floor. Astride Ilargo, Gideon could see the smoke that rose from the scorched earth. Deep lines had been etched into the snow, trenches filled with the charred bodies of orcs, most of which were covered in crows. The sight of so many dead orcs, however, was not the source of their sorrow.

      “No…” Gideon choked.

      Scattered throughout the fields of orcish bodies, six dragons lay deathly still. The magnificent colours of their scales were half-buried under the snow and ash.

      Ilargo descended towards the nearest and landed with tentative claws. His head dipped towards the dead dragon and he nudged it lightly with his nose.

      Talia… the dragon mourned.

      Gideon looked around, searching the battlefield for any sign of Sigrit, Talia’s rider. His eyes rested on the next dragon, not far from Talia. Both of them bore wounds similar to those killed by Malliath.

      This is not dragon’s breath, Ilargo made known across the bond they were all sharing.

      Arathor jumped down from Thraden’s neck and examined Talia’s wounds up close. “Ilargo is right; the impact is too deep.” The Dragorn pointed to the crater in the side of Talia’s chest.

      Haliel climbed down from Vaerix’s back and inspected the dragon in the distance. This is Danagoh, Vaerix identified, her voice passing through Ilargo’s mind and into Gideon’s. The same could be said of his wounds; too deep.

      “No sign of Benji!” Haliel shouted over, her eyes scouring the dead around Danagoh.

      “I’ve found Sigrit!” Corrigan called from a small rise to the south.

      “Bring her to be with Talia!” Gideon ordered.

      Corrigan carried Sigrit in his arms, laying her to rest in the crook of Talia’s front leg. The Dragorn shared the same gaping wound in her side, exposing her ribs.

      Gideon wanted to be sick.

      He remembered the first time he had met Sigrit, Talia too. Their bond had been a beautiful thing, unique in its own way. They should have had an eternity together…

      The Dragorn spread out, coming across four more of their order. Every one was a dagger in Gideon’s heart. They were a loss that he would carry with him for the rest of his days. The only death the Master Dragorn couldn’t understand was Kovun and his rider, Arin.

      Ilargo sniffed the bodies, as both were close together, and inspected them for any wounds. Their necks have been snapped, the dragon observed.

      Gideon crouched by Arin’s side and cupped the young man’s cheek. His neck was certainly twisted well out of place, but his time in the freezing snow had left him stiff.

      Arathor joined them and looked over Arin’s body. “Perhaps he fell on the battlefield. The orcs got the better of him and broke…” The Dragorn couldn’t finish his words.

      Gideon wasn’t convinced. “Why leave the safety of Kovun’s back when you’re clearly outnumbered? It doesn’t make any sense.”

      Ilargo turned his head to regard them. Look at his limbs, Gideon.

      Per his companion’s suggestion, the Master Dragorn cleared some of the snow covering Arin’s body. His limbs were broken and bent out of shape, much like Kovun’s.

      “These injuries are typical of an impact…” Gideon mused, looking to the sky.

      Arathor followed his train of thought. “Are you saying he had his neck snapped in the air?”

      Gideon nodded. “Killing them both. Then they landed here.”

      Ilargo turned back to Kovun’s body. There are no bite marks or claw wounds. This was not done by Malliath.

      Gideon sighed. “This must have been Asher.” His own statement didn’t sit right with him. “But why is there no evidence of Malliath. Talia and the others were clearly brought down by the orcs’ wrath bolts.”

      The Master Dragorn stood up and tried to collect his thoughts. Grief was an ever-present weight in his mind, fogging his perception.

      “Wait,” he said, turning on the spot. “Where’s Rolan and Alensia?”

      Taking back to the skies, the four dragons split up with their riders and searched the area in every direction. The orcs had clearly continued their journey north, judging by the dark trail that cut through the snow.

      Ilargo looped around to the south and checked over the thick wood that lay beyond what had been the orcish camp. Gideon trusted his companion’s eyes to find either Rolan or Alensia, if not both.

      Through the shared bond, Thraden called them all to the east. Ilargo wasted no time and beat the other two dragons to Arathor and his companion. They had landed on the other side of the woods, on the banks of a small pool. The water was frozen, including the waterfall that poured out of the rock face in warmer months.

      The end of Alensia’s burnt orange tail was hidden beneath the pool where her fall had broken the ice. The trees around the edge of the frozen pool looked to have taken a beating when the dragon dropped out of the sky. Gideon could see the claw marks dragging down the cliff where Alensia had tried to lessen their fall.

      Ilargo joined Thraden and the pair used their bulk to push through the trees and clear a way to the pool. Gideon jumped down the second he saw Rolan resting against Alensia’s chest.

      They are still alive, Ilargo said, observing Alensia’s heaving breast.

      The Master Dragorn skidded to a stop and crouched in front of Rolan. The man was broken. A terrible burn that started at the base of his jaw streaked up his cheek and engulfed his left eye. His clothes were singed and ragged, but they were the only thing keeping his right arm together.

      Gideon left the twisted arm as it was and looked the councillor in the eyes. “Rolan? Can you hear me?”

      The Dragorn stirred with Alensia, who was being looked over by the other dragons. The wounded companions required an extra moment to collect themselves and realise who was standing around them.

      “Gideon…” Rolan murmured.

      “Don’t move,” Gideon warned him. “Wait for Haliel. She is the most skilled healer among us.”

      Rolan winced in pain and reached for his face with his good hand. “Everything… hurts,” he groaned.

      Gideon looked up at Alensia. The dragon had been the one to take the bolt of wrath powder to the chest. They were both lucky that Alensia’s underbelly was so hardened, or the explosion would have ripped through to the heart.

      “The others?” Rolan croaked, his concern winning over his pain.

      Gideon’s own pain and sorrow was mixed with righteous anger, anger he wanted to direct at Rolan. “They didn’t survive,” he whispered.

      Rolan lowered his gaze as tears ran down his ruined cheeks. Alensia let out a long sigh of deep sadness and moaned at the sky.

      Gideon tilted his head to meet the Dragorn’s eyes. “Rolan, what happened here?”

      The councillor’s head fell back into Alensia’s side and he turned his attention to the sky, his mind pained by the memories. “There were… so many, Gideon. They were so… easy to destroy. Orcs burn like everything else. All clumped together…”

      Gideon reached out and touched his arm. “Focus, Rolan. What happened?”

      The wounded Dragorn clamped his mouth shut and another tear ran down his face. “One of them… their king, I think. He was… different. He was strong… and fast.”

      Gideon looked to Ilargo in the hope of any understanding on his part. His companion blinked slowly, a frown by dragons’ standards.

      Ilargo turned to Alensia. Perhaps, if we saw this king for ourselves, we would understand what happened.

      Gideon returned his attention to Rolan, who hesitated before agreeing with Ilargo’s suggestion. Alensia opened her mind, and that of Rolan’s, to the group, allowing them all to see what they had.

      The Master Dragorn relaxed his muscles and stopped himself from fighting the tug of their minds. It felt intrusive to go so deep into another’s bond, something that was reserved for dying dragons to preserve their knowledge.

      The jarring experience only lasted a few seconds before Gideon looked through Rolan’s eyes and Ilargo looked through Alensia’s. They were flying low over fields of orcs, their vast number blanketing the white land in a sea of black.

      Banking around to face the bulk of the army again, Gideon caught sight of the other Dragorn. Seeing them alive only bolstered Gideon’s grief.

      The majority of the orcs were running away, scattering to the north where their main camp was situated. Coming the opposite way, however, were foul creatures on six legs, a pair to every ballista they pulled behind them.

      “Burn them all!” Rolan shouted over the wind.

      Alensia unleashed her awesome breath and scorched two dozen orcs in a single run. Arrows and spears of obsidian and steel arced through the air, bouncing harmlessly off the dragon’s natural armour.

      Before ascending back into the sky, Alensia dropped her tail and dragged it through a horde of orcs, casting them into the air and grinding them into the dirt. Her front claws picked up a beast each, taking them high into the sky. Gideon could feel Rolan’s satisfaction hearing their screams on the way back down.

      The bolts that cut through the sky now were devastating, having downed two of the dragons already. Alensia weaved between them, one whistling past Rolan’s shoulder.

      Then, Gideon witnessed the impossible.

      One of the orcs, their king, leaped from atop a small rise and landed on Kovun’s tail. The distance the king had jumped was beyond the capability of any elf, never mind an orc. The king, Karakulak as The Crow had called him, scaled the dragon’s tail with a swift grace, quickly making his way towards Arin, behind Kovun’s neck.

      Both dragon and rider were clearly too occupied with the incoming ballista bolts, allowing the orc precious time to advance.

      “Arin!” Rolan bellowed and Alensia roared, but their warning came too late.

      Karakulak pounced on the Dragorn as the dragon gained height. The orc’s hands clasped around Arin’s head and twisted. Kovun’s head twisted at the same time and the dragon fell from the sky.

      The king of orcs bailed a moment before Kovun slammed into the ground. Again, such a drop should have at least crippled Karakulak.

      Unbridled rage erupted from Alensia and spilled over into Rolan. The pair made for the superior orc and, in their blind fury, missed seeing the bolt that struck Alensia’s chest.

      The pain and shock were enough to knock them all from the shared memory. Gideon’s head rocked back and he blinked hard to settle his reality and surroundings.

      Arathor shook his head. “No orc could do such a thing.”

      “Yet we just witnessed it,” Gideon reluctantly replied.

      Rolan cleared his throat and swallowed through the pain. “At least… we took hundreds of them with us…”

      Gideon turned a look of scorn upon the man. “Even now, all you care about is how many orcs you killed! You disobeyed me and led Dragorn to their deaths! This is exactly what The Crow wanted!”

      “They wouldn’t have died… if you had come with us,” Rolan argued. “You should have ordered… every Dragorn to descend on this valley. We could have… wiped them out.”

      If Rolan hadn’t already been in severe pain, Gideon was sure he would have hurt him by now. “If I had done that,” he countered, “the ground would be littered with a lot more dragons. Their deaths are on you.”

      Rolan never faltered. “No, Gideon. Every Dragorn… and every dragon in the order… are your responsibility. You should have been on the islands… when Malliath attacked… and you should have been with us… on that battlefield.”

      Gideon concealed his clenched fist and stood up so that he might look down on Rolan. “Haliel and Corrigan will stay with you. Rest and help them to accelerate your healing. When you’re recovered, you will not join us as Master Baird. You are hereby stripped of your title and your place on the council.”

      The patch of Rolan’s forehead that wasn’t charred creased into a frown. “You can’t take people off the council… just because you don’t agree with their point of view. You’re supposed to listen… to all of us.”

      “Our family became smaller because of your actions here.” Gideon offered the Dragorn a pitying look. “I could look past your disobedience, but not when it comes at such a cost.”

      Rolan coughed and gripped his chest in pain. “I’m supposed to be your family too…”

      Gideon had nothing more to say. He certainly couldn’t respond to Rolan’s last remark, regardless of the truth in it.

      The Master Dragorn blinked his tears away and faced the others. “Haliel, Corrigan: do what you can for them. When Alensia is able, escort them back to The Lifeless Isles. Arathor, you’re coming with me.”

      This is not a good idea, Ilargo said, aware of Gideon’s intentions.

      “Where are we going?” Arathor asked.

      Gideon glanced at Ilargo before answering the Dragorn. “We’re going to meet this king of orcs…”
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      As the mourning feast moved on to its third course, Inara Galfrey found herself standing in the throne room alone. The chatter and music failed to pass through the stone, leaving the chamber as quiet as a tomb.

      Inara had left the lords and ladies to their supposed mourning and gluttonous feasting when she could no longer bear the sight of them. They moved on so easily, eager to smile and bend a knee to the only monarch still standing.

      The Dragorn could still see the tall flames of the pyres: King Jormund and his family burning side by side with King Weymund and his family. She closed her eyes and saw the children being carried up the steps…

      Everyone could see the wheels turning. Queen Yelifer was inevitably going to be replaced by Arlon Draqaro. The bodies of their kings were still smoking and the lords of Lirian and Grey Stone were pledging their loyalty to that wretch of a thug.

      Inara felt like diving into the icy depths of The King’s Lake to wash their disrespect off. In the eerie silence of the empty throne room, the young Dragorn stood over the stone where the orcs had been laid in neat rows. Their blood still stained the grooves between the slabs.

      You cannot blame yourself, Athis said. The dragon was high above, keeping both of his fine eyes on the horizon.

      The rulers of two kingdoms and their heirs died under my protection, Athis. I’m supposed to be the greatest warrior in Namdhor right now. There’s no else to blame but me…

      Athis shared his grief through their bond, but he also offered the Dragorn his resolve. You are a warrior, yes, but you cannot see nor hear through walls, Inara. You’re not omniscient and you’re certainly not infallible. We can only do what we can do, which is more than most, the dragon added.

      Inara felt there was an even greater failing than her inability to protect the kings. My inaction has opened a path to the throne. The one who would sit on it is a threat to the entire realm.

      Master Thorn will not allow Lord Draqaro to be crowned.

      Inara looked up at the ceiling. You think Gideon will have any say?

      I am certain of it, Athis replied. As the leader of the Dragorn, his blessing will be just as important, if not more so, than the High Cleric who places the crown on Lord Draqaro’s head.

      Inara let her eyes wander over the empty chamber. I don’t see any Master Dragorn coming to our aid. I think it’s just us up here, Athis.

      We cannot doubt Master Thorn or Ilargo. They fight for the realm just as we do.

      The Dragorn’s head dropped and she sighed. I know. I’m frustrated…

      And tired, Athis added. You need to sleep.

      I’m worried I’ll miss something, Inara explained, aware that she was exhausted.

      You were awake when the orcs attacked, Athis pointed out. You can’t see everything, wingless one. Rest, he implored. Rest and you will see the world differently when you wake. A Dragorn must keep a clear head.

      Inara was about to leave in search of her bed when the throne itself caught her eye. She had purposefully tried to ignore it since arriving in Namdhor, but the dragon’s skull was out of place. It was simply unnatural to Inara’s eyes.

      When a dragon found its resting place, the body would decay but the magic within would infect the surrounding land. New life would grow from the dragon’s death and populate the area with plants and flowers, trees even. It was a popular Dragorn legend that the very mountains of Vengora grew from the death of the first dragon.

      Not only was this skull on display, but it had been polished and converted to serve as a throne. Its rightful resting place had been robbed from it.

      Inara walked up the short steps and ran her hand over the maw, feeling the texture of the ancient bone. It was an insult to still have a throne such as this. For just a moment, the Dragorn considered freezing the skull with magic and shattering it into pieces.

      Destroying the throne of a monarch is the exact opposite of what our order stands for, Athis inserted, quashing any further impulse.

      Inara shook her dark ringlets. How long has this sat here? A monument to mankind’s most atrocious act.

      Since The Dragon War, a thousand years past, Athis answered simply. Her name was Drakaina…

      The half-elf looked over the skull with new eyes. No longer was it just a skull, but now it was a her, a her called Drakaina. It made the abomination of a throne all the worse.

      Who was she?

      One of Gal Tion’s first kills. Her scales were as white as the cliffs of The Shining Coast. Drakaina was among the few who believed that man’s re-emergence from The Wild Moores would be a good thing. Gal Tion and his dragon-slayer, Tyberius Gray, proved her wrong. She and many others.

      Inara discovered that she was able to compare Gal Tion with Arlon Draqaro all too easily. Illian cannot be allowed to suffer under the reign of another tyrant as greedy and twisted as Gal Tion. Arlon must never wear the crown.

      We will face that challenge when the time comes, Athis assured. Until then, please rest.

      Inara yielded to her companion’s pleas and left the hideous throne in search of comfort. Much to Athis’s dismay, however, the Dragorn walked straight past the hall that led to her room and continued outside.

      Where are you going? Athis enquired, irritated.

      I wouldn’t be in that foul place any longer than I have to. I’m going to find Vighon. When Galanör left earlier, he said they were staying at The Raucously Ruckus.

      That sounds like a tavern… Athis drawled.

      Inara smiled on her way down the sloping city. That’s because it is a tavern.

      You won’t find any rest in there, the dragon warned.

      Inara glanced at the sky, but there was no sign of Athis. I’ll find more rest among friends than I will in The Dragon Keep. Besides, I want to see Vighon.

      Do you now? Athis replied coyly.

      Inara rolled her eyes. I always forget how jealous your kind can be. And you know why I want to see him. He went into that vile pit where The Ironsworn host their barbaric fights.

      Of course, that’s the only reason…

      Aware that her companion was playing with her, Inara chose to ignore his last remark and continue on her way.

      The Raucously Ruckus was the perfect name for the tavern. Smoke rose from its chimney and the windows revealed two floors packed with patrons. The music and general din could be heard from several streets away.

      Inara enquired about her friends at the bar and was directed to the private rooms on the second floor. She weaved between the crowd, a mixture of people from every kingdom, and made her way upstairs.

      In her warrior’s leathers and red cloak, Inara knew that she stood out. Most of the looks she received were ones of curiosity, but there were those who looked at her with distrust and even fear.

      Hearing Russell Maybury’s voice, and eager to get out from under the glares of so many, Inara walked into their shared room. All three of them froze as she entered. Galanör’s hand fell to one of his scimitars, but Vighon remained perfectly still, naked from the waist up, as Russell tended to his obvious injuries.

      “Close the door!” Vighon urged.

      Inara hesitated, caught off guard by Vighon’s state of undress and obvious injuries, before closing the door behind her. “What happened to you?” she asked.

      “I tripped onto a lot of fists,” Vighon replied sarcastically, wincing at the bandages being wrapped around his ribs. “You have really cold hands.”

      Russell tied the bandage off. “Stop being such a baby.”

      “What happened?” Inara asked again.

      Vighon groaned as he put his tunic back on. “Godrick wouldn’t tell me what I wanted to know. But, there is something to know.”

      Inara could feel that crushing guilt coming back. “I’m so sorry, Vighon. I should never have asked you to go down there.”

      “I’m not made of glass, Inara,” Vighon replied, though the Dragorn wondered if he was talking about something else as well.

      “You’re not made of brains either, apparently,” Russell quipped. “You went down there without a proper strategy. If I hadn’t shown up you would have—”

      “I would have walked out of there with a lot more injuries,” Vighon interjected. “But, I still would have walked out of there.”

      “The mystery remains,” Galanör said, bringing them back to the point. “We know now that there is something else going on, we just…” The elf trailed off, his senses detecting the same as everyone else.

      The Raucously Ruckus was silent.

      The music and cheer had come to an abrupt end. After the shuffling of many feet, the companions heard nothing but the creaking floorboards beneath their feet.

      “That can’t be good,” Russell opined.

      Inara opened the door a crack and investigated the corridor, devoid of life. She shrugged at the others and opened it all the way, leading the group down the stairs. The tavern was empty, the tables and chairs abandoned along with tankards of frothing ale.

      Seated in a wing-back armchair by the fire, Arlon Draqaro had his legs crossed and his hands folded over his lap. The lord of Namdhor appeared very comfortable considering he was in a room with no one but enemies.

      From behind the bar, the tavern owner walked over to Arlon and presented him with a cup of steaming tea. His hands were shaking.

      “Thank you, Bartholomew.” Arlon pleasantly accepted the tea. “You can go now…”

      Bartholomew bowed his head and quickly disappeared through a door behind the bar.

      Inara watched him go and turned to the tavern’s main door, where a pair of Ironsworn mercenaries could be seen through the glass.

      “Lord Draqaro…” Inara led the group into the middle of the tavern to face him.

      “Master Galfrey,” Arlon greeted, blowing on his hot tea. “You’re the only Dragorn in Namdhor, you know. You can’t just walk out of a room and expect your absence to go unnoticed.”

      “You’re having me followed?” Inara accused.

      Arlon smiled. “Let’s be done with the pretences, shall we? You know who I am. You know what I’m capable of. And you know what I’m going to become.”

      “So I should just expect your thugs to follow me everywhere, then?” The Dragorn straightened her back and lightly rested a hand on the hilt of her Vi’tari blade.

      “Thugs today, royal guards tomorrow…” Arlon sipped his tea. “I know everything that goes on in my city, Master Galfrey. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I would like a word with my son.”

      Vighon boldly replied, “Anything you want to say, you can say it to all of us.”

      Arlon pursed his lips and placed his tea down on the side table. “Word from the survivors of Grey Stone is that you’re a great warrior. Can great warriors not stand alone?”

      Vighon maintained his disdainful expression. “Say what you came to say, Arlon.”

      The lord of Namdhor glanced over the group before settling on his son again. “You should have told me you were planning on fighting in the pits again. I could have made good money out of that. Giving all the coin away, however; that I found disappointing. No matter. It will be back in my coffers by morning I expect.”

      Inara kept a close eye on Vighon, her muscles tense and ready to spring between him and his father should it come to violence. As much as she would love to see the northman give Arlon what he deserved, attacking the future king of Namdhor, if not the world, would be a grave mistake.

      It was Galanör, surprisingly, who responded. “When I was a child,” the elf began, “my father used to say, beware the man who brags about who he is. A lion never has to tell me it’s a lion.”

      Arlon, unfazed by the remark, replied, “Well, at least you listened to your father. Had Vighon listened to me and taken my offer, you could all be on the inside by now. That would certainly have saved poor Rek from that savage beating you threw his way, Vighon. He’s only good for pig food now.”

      Inara looked at Vighon out of the corner of her eye, determined not to give Arlon the satisfaction he desired from his shocking statement.

      “On the inside?” Vighon repeated.

      “I extended an olive branch, did I not? Join me and take back some control of your life. Instead, you chose the fool’s path. Fools are the ones who never know what’s really going on…”

      “Why did you come here, Lord Draqaro?” Inara wanted to be done with this.

      “To gloat,” Vighon answered on his behalf.

      “I came here to speak with my son,” Arlon said. “Godrick told me you had a question. You should have just come to me; I would have answered your question.”

      “Unlike Godrick,” Vighon spat. “His loyalty to you kept his mouth shut. But, you should know, that loyalty is decaying by the second,” he stated with no concealment of his delight. “While you’re taking over The Dragon Keep, he’s taking over The Ironsworn.”

      Arlon didn’t appear to be hearing anything he didn’t already know. “Oh, I know all about Godrick and his ambitions. Most of his loyal men are still mine.” Arlon picked up his tea and swallowed another sip. “You don’t keep a dog on a leash if it doesn’t need one,” he finished.

      Vighon’s confidence was knocked off balance. “Leash or not, Godrick’s a dog that’ll bite you one day.”

      Inara could see that Vighon was attempting to create a rift within The Ironsworn and he was going for the heads of that vicious hydra. Unfortunately, the lord of Namdhor was already a step ahead.

      Arlon tapped the arm of his chair. “Then it’s a good thing I will be in possession of the most powerful weapon in the world.”

      Of all Arlon’s statements and bragging, that one caught them all off guard.

      “What are you talking about?” Vighon demanded.

      “The mine.” Inara put it together. “He’s talking about the mine in Vengora.”

      Arlon responded with his signature smirk. “Scary, isn’t it? Knowing you’re not the most powerful weapon in the world.”

      “What weapon?” Vighon pressed. “What the hell is inside that mine?”

      Arlon wagged his finger. “That’s not what you went into the fighting pits to ask. You wanted to know how I knew of the mine’s contents.”

      “Then tell us,” Galanör said evenly.

      “That time has passed,” Arlon quickly replied. “Now, answers come with a price.”

      Inara couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “The fate of the realm hangs in the balance and you wish to negotiate?”

      “I wouldn’t be the business man I am if I didn’t know how to profit from every situation.”

      Vighon was seething. “The Ironsworn isn’t a bakery, Arlon. It’s a place for murderers, thieves, and rapists.”

      Lord Draqaro tilted his head as if he was considering his son’s statement. “You seemed to fit in well…”

      Vighon took a threatening step forward but his path was partially blocked when Russell held out his arm.

      “You know what’s inside that mine,” Inara cut in, seeking an end to all this. “You shouldn’t know. That doesn’t sit right with me, nor Athis. How, Lord Draqaro? How do you know what’s buried in the rock?”

      Arlon relaxed back into the chair as if he was about to begin regaling them with an epic tale. “The same year young Vighon here decided to leave with the Galfrey boy, a stranger arrived in Namdhor.”

      “A stranger?” Galanör echoed.

      “No one even enters the north without my knowing. By the time they’ve reached Namdhor, I know where they were born, how often they shit, and what their purpose in visiting my city is. But this man, he just… appeared.”

      Arlon turned from the group and gazed into the flames. “He knew things. About me, about my life. Things no one could know. He told me about events that were going to unfold and they did, right in front of my eyes, just as he said.”

      Galanör drew Arlon’s attention back. “This man. He was very old in appearance, yes? Bald with scars on his scalp? Likes to wear dark robes with a collar of crows’ feathers.”

      Arlon held a bemused expression. “That’s him. He didn’t seem like the type to own a wardrobe.”

      Inara shared a look with Vighon and Galanör, both of whom understood the gravity of the situation. “It appears The Crow is involved in far more than we know,” she said.

      “But why direct anyone apart from the orcs to a powerful weapon?” Galanör reasoned. “They’re supposed to be allies.”

      “That would be my weapon,” Arlon clarified. “He directed me to the mine. I sent crew after crew to dig through the mountain and I was the one who ensured the mine was secured before any dwarves got their grubby hands on it.”

      Galanör narrowed his eyes. “What is this weapon that you would leave Namdhor without its army for?”

      Arlon crossed his right leg over the other, the power back in his hands. “That’s the costly part…” His dark eyes fell on Vighon.

      “What do you want?” Inara asked, her concern growing by the second.

      “My son comes with me,” Arlon answered boldly. “Come with me, Vighon, right now, and I’ll reveal all, in time.”

      Inara was shaking her head before Arlon had finished. “Those terms are unacceptable—”

      “Fine,” Vighon said without emotion, surprising them all.

      Galanör looked from father to son. “Vighon…”

      “I’ll go,” he repeated. “I’ll make sure he tells us everything.” The northman’s eyes never left his father.

      “Sooner rather than later,” Galanör added, offering Arlon a threatening look of his own.

      “Excellent!” Arlon rose from the comfy chair. “Let’s be off then, Vighon. Lots to do!” Pausing beside Russell, Arlon lightly tapped the big man on the arm. “Should you ever feel like putting your natural talents to better use, come and find me, eh?”

      The werewolf glowered in response, his muscles tensing as he folded his arms.

      Inara wanted to step in front of Vighon and physically stop him from leaving with his father. She also wanted to unleash her magic and reduce Lord Draqaro to ash. The Dragorn did neither. Instead, she stood aside and watched the northman attach his thick cloak and depart the tavern with Arlon and his thugs.

      Aware that The Raucously Ruckus had an owner, Inara simply gripped the edge of the wing-back chair and squeezed. It was either that or break something.

      “He can take care of himself,” Galanör reassured.

      “Aye, that he can,” Russell concurred.

      Inara closed her eyes for a long moment. “I suspect he will come to no harm. It’s what Lord Draqaro wants to do with him that worries me. It’s my fault he’s here. Vighon didn’t want to come back to Namdhor; I made him.”

      “I’ve never seen anyone make Vighon do something he didn’t want to,” Russell replied confidently.

      “But what will Vighon do to get those answers?” Inara countered, her worries mounting.

      “We will keep a close eye on him,” Galanör said determinedly. “But The Black Hand’s presence here has complicated matters. The Crow pointed Arlon towards that mine three years ago, proving, yet again, that he is one step ahead.”

      “To what end?” Inara questioned. “As you said, what does The Crow have to gain from directing The Ironsworn to a powerful weapon?”

      “Perhaps there isn’t a weapon,” Russell suggested. “If this Crow fella wanted to clear the north’s army out and make way for the orcs, this has certainly done the trick.”

      The Dragorn sighed. “That is also a possibility. The Crow is nothing if not conniving.” Inara wished for her parents to walk through the tavern door and explain everything.

      Galanör turned from them both and stared up at the ceiling, exasperated. “All this time we’ve been tracking The Black Hand, watching their movements, disrupting their rituals. The Crow has been planning this for a long time, right under our noses…”

      Inara! Athis’s alarm opened a pit inside Inara’s stomach.

      Malliath? she immediately replied.

      “What’s wrong?” Galanör asked, noting her dread.

      I can hear Valkor, to the south! They’re in trouble!

      “Alastir…” The Dragorn’s name escaped Inara’s lips.

      “Who’s Alastir?” the elf enquired.

      We have to leave, Inara! Athis urged.

      The Dragorn could feel her companion dropping out of the sky with some speed. “I have to go,” Inara replied, her answer inadequate.

      “You’re leaving?” Galanör confirmed.

      “It’s Alastir,” Inara said over her shoulder, already making for the door. “He’s on the Dragorn council.”

      “He’s in trouble?” the elf assumed, a hand reaching for his hilt as a sign of his willing aid.

      “Athis can hear Valkor, his dragon. They’re in trouble, south of here.”

      Striding back into the sloping main street of Namdhor, Galanör turned to the south. “That’s the western coast. But, the orcs are marching from Velia…” The elf stopped as he put it together. “Their army is split into two,” he said with some horror. “Those that attacked us in Grey Stone are separate to the orcs who invaded Velia.”

      Russell frowned. “That would mean they’re moving north from east and west.”

      “With an army twice the size we thought it was,” Galanör finished.

      Inara heard them both, but her thoughts dwelled on Alastir. As a member of the council, he was a capable Dragorn and he would hopefully carry word directly from Gideon.

      Athis’s beating wings cleared the area before his four mighty legs touched down on the slope. He was bristling, desperate to set off and help Valkor. Inara could sense the anticipation in him, eager to slaughter some orcs.

      “Return soon!” Galanör called as she climbed onto Athis’s back.

      Inara paused, aware then that she was departing with Namdhor’s greatest defence. “We will!” she replied. “And then there will be two dragons!”

      Athis pushed off from the ground and his magnificent wings beat hard, carrying his enormous bulk into the sky. Inara watched Namdhor fall away, shrinking behind them.

      This war was pulling her in every direction, spreading her emotions thin and fraying her resolve. The Dragorn recalled a time when she had wished for action, for something to test her and offer her a chance to prove her mettle.

      How naive she had been…
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      In the dusty and long forgotten archives of Silvyr Hall, a dwarf of clan Heavybelly was beginning to lose his patience.

      Doran pored over scroll after scroll, his own language losing all meaning. The glyphs blended into one as he read and re-read the same lines in his attempt to take it all in.

      Twice already he had been forced to deliver a considerable blow to the guard’s head, preventing him from escaping his bindings and sack.

      All the while, Petur Devron walked along every row, up and down, comparing the older glyphs he had copied from the mine to the categorisation system in the library. Doran wouldn’t have minded, but the stupid oaf hummed as he searched and never in tune to boot.

      The son of Dorain looked down the long table, noting the piles of parchments he had already scoured. So far, he had read about the early skirmishes that helped to define the individual clans. Then, there were reams about how they carved out their own kingdoms within Dhenaheim. There was surprisingly little in these passages about where they had come from, with only a handful of references to Vengora.

      Doran sighed and threw the current scroll away, adding it to the piles. “It’s no use, lad! That one jus’ told me all abou’ some ancient battles in The Whisperin’ Mountains against giants an’ such. There’s no mention o’ any Vengoran mine or impenetrable doors.”

      Petur ascended the ladder in front of him and consulted his drawings next to the top row of scrolls. “Keep reading, Doran!” he called down. “The information we need is in here, I know it!”

      “Bah! How can ye know, lad?”

      Petur’s shoulders sagged. “Because the alternative is to believe that we came all this way, through darkness and threat of death, for nothing…”

      Doran mulled over his reply, struggling with the urge to unleash his sarcasm on the poor boy. “Aye, I suppose ye’re right there,” he decided. “Some o’ these are damn impossible to read, though. Half o’ them are scribed in a text so ancient I can only pick up every other word, an’ the other half looks to ’ave been written by a drunkard!”

      “We must persevere,” Petur encouraged. “The realm depends on us!” he added with some excitement.

      Doran shook his head in despair. “I’ve been around long enough to see the realm depend on individuals before. It never required any o’ them to bloody read.”

      “Doran, he’s beginning to stir again,” Petur warned, eyeing the guard in his sack.

      The ranger got to his feet and casually made his way over to the guard, pausing to pick up a particularly heavy book. “I’m missin’ the days when me sword an’ axe got the job done!” the dwarf continued as he dropped the weighty book onto the guard’s head.

      “I’m sure those days are only around the corner,” Petur assured, his attention back on the scrolls.

      Doran picked the book up and kicked the dwarf in the leg to check for any lingering consciousness. “His head’s startin’ to dent the book…” he quietly commented on the way back to his chair.

      Petur gasped from high above and Doran stood by his chair, eager to hear the cause of the scholar’s excitement. It could be what they were looking for, or it could be something very boring that Petur found very interesting.

      “Well, what is it, lad?”

      “This row of scrolls!” Petur exclaimed. “It’s the, the, the glyph!” he stuttered with excitement. “The glyph for weapon smith, the one above the doors! It’s at the head of this row, Doran!” The scholar from The All-Tower pulled out two of the nearest scrolls and began to examine them.

      The son of Dorain craned his neck to spot the man. “Oh aye, I suspect there’s bloody loads abou’ weapon smiths an’ their trade. Findin’ that glyph don’ mean we’re any closer to findin’ what we’re lookin’ for.”

      “Optimism, good dwarf!” Petur called down, his hands rummaging inside the square shelves to locate any scrolls hidden at the back. “They appear to be in date order!”

      Doran shrugged. “I suppose that might help. Those doors are ancient, lad. You’ll be lookin’ for somethin’ in the pre-silvyr era.”

      Petur scratched his head on top of the ladder. “Which, erm… Which years would they be?”

      Doran rolled his eyes. “I forgot I was talkin’ to The All-Tower’s expert on all things dwarven!”

      “It’s very hard to study a race that doesn’t want to be studied!” Petur retorted.

      “Ye should think abou’ gettin’ out o’ that tower a little more often…” Doran gave the sleeping guard one last look before ascending the steps built into the wall.

      The scholar groaned as he reached across from the ladder and attempted to retrieve a scroll poking out of its square. “Considering your people prefer to wield a hammer rather than a quill, I’m surprised this archive is so full.”

      Thanks to Petur’s scrambling fingers, the floor at the base of the tall shelf was littered with fallen scrolls. Like every other dwarf, Doran gave pieces of parchment about as much interest as a Gobber did to sewing, and so he kicked them aside making his way to the scrawny man.

      “Hoarding is in our nature,” Doran explained, moving the ladder along the shelf to assist Petur.

      “An odd statement from someone who owns next to nothing,” the scholar observed.

      Doran chewed over his grizzled response. “Goin’ against me nature is part o’ who I am now…” Seeing that Petur was about to continue a conversation the dwarf didn’t want to get into, he shoved the ladder even farther along the shelf, threatening to knock the scholar off.

      “What are you doing?” Petur asked, holding onto the ladder for dear life. “I didn’t check the scrolls in that slot.”

      “Ye’re lookin’ in the wrong place ye dolt!” Doran slid the ladder on its wheels until the scholar was faced with a new slot. “Pre-silvyr,” he repeated. “Ye’re lookin’ for anythin’ before twenty-four sixty-six. By the dwarven calendar that is.”

      “Twenty-four sixty-six?” Petur mumbled, his finger running over the years engraved into the plaques.

      “Aye, that’s the year the silvyr fell from the heavens - Grarfath’s greatest gift! Well, maybe after ale… and meat.” A revelation struck Doran and his finger shot into the air. “Oh, ’ang abou’! There were elven words on the door!”

      Petur cocked an eyebrow. “What of it?”

      “Elves an’ dwarves didn’ mix until The Great War. That was after the silvyr fall!” Doran shoved the ladder back the other way without a word of warning. “Not long mind ye…” He slid it back a couple of feet. “Check that area!”

      Petur waited an extra moment before relinquishing his white-knuckled grip on the ladder. “Are you sure? This shelf is over-stuffed with scrolls.”

      “I imagine it would be,” Doran said. “Weapon smiths were in high demand when we were faced by the orcs. They were makin’ new weapons every other day durin’ the war.”

      “Faced by the what?” Petur asked, pausing before he removed the first scroll.

      “Ugly buggers who forced us out o’ Vengora,” the dwarf replied miserably. His drop in demeanour was, in part, because the Galfreys had told him their wretched kind had been discovered in The Arid Lands. Oh, how he would love to kill just one of them if he had the chance.

      “Never heard of them…” Petur uttered, his attention back on the scrolls.

      “Back in those days,” Doran continued, “there was a temporary alliance between the folk o’ the mountain an’ the woods. Together, elves an’ dwarves fought side by side to rid the world o’ those wicked beasts.”

      Something tugged at Doran’s memories. Something from his childhood. He could hear his great grandfather’s ancient voice telling him and Dakmund a story. The dwarf turned away from the ladder and dwelled on his thoughts for a moment, frustrated to find there were too many years between now and then.

      “Catch!” Petur dropped a handful of scrolls at Doran’s feet. “Look through them. I’ll get more.”

      The son of Dorain considered his memories a second longer before collecting the scrolls up. He carried them to a small table, not far from the scholar, and began combing through the ancient texts. His eyes scanned the rows of glyphs and drawings, but his mind continued to skip back through time.

      “Here’s the rest.” Petur arrived by his side and dumped all the scrolls he could carry between his arms.

      Dismayed by the sight of so much reading, Doran let out a long sigh. “I should o’ stayed at The Pick-Axe…”
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        * * *

      

      Dawn was fast approaching, not that it could be seen inside the dim library. Doran’s dwarven senses could feel the passage of time, regardless of how heavy his eyelids had become.

      Time, however, was running out.

      The son of Dorain looked down at the ground floor, where the guard remained unconscious. Soon, the city above would come alive with dwarves moving their supplies through to the markets. That was their window of escape.

      Beside him, Petur Devron was asleep. The scholar’s face was flat to the table and now connected to an ancient scroll by hours of drool.

      “An extra pair of eyes will hurry everything along,” Doran mimicked, shaking his head at the elf’s ridiculous idea.

      The dwarf pinched his eyes and brushed the scroll in front of him away; another dead end. He reached for the next one in the pile and unravelled it with little hope. Exhausted as he was, his eyes didn’t take much notice of the writing, instead, focusing on the drawing in the middle of the parchment.

      It woke him up.

      Doran sat up and licked his lips, flattening the scroll as much as he could to see it all. He read and re-read the first five lines, his eyes constantly flitting back to the drawing. His mind dredged up the memory he had touched on earlier. The elusive snippet of his great grandfather’s story came back to him in full.

      “Praise Grarfath!” he yelled.

      Petur shot up in a disorientated haze with a piece of parchment stuck to the side of his face. “What’s happening?”

      The son of Dorain clapped him on the shoulder. “We need to go, laddy, right now!”

      Doran rolled up the parchment and stuffed it into his shirt before making his way down to the main doors. Petur trailed after him, full of questions, but the dwarf had become very single-minded.

      They had what they needed. Now, they had to get out.

      “Doran!” Petur insisted. “What’s going on?”

      The dwarf pulled the cloth sack and wiggled the guard out. A quick glance showed the poor guard’s head to be covered in lumps and bruises. Doran had no time to feel guilty and he held up the sack.

      “Get in,” he instructed.

      “Did you find it?” Petur tried to see the scroll poking out of Doran’s tunic, but his blond beard was in the way.

      “We haven’ long, ye dolt!” The son of Dorain hurriedly freed himself of the stolen armour. “Get in the sack an’ make yerself as light as ye can!”

      Petur threw his hands up. “And how am I supposed to do that?”

      “Jus’ get in the bloody sack!” Doran picked up some books, ready to dump them in the sack after the scholar to disguise his shape.

      Petur cursed when the books were dropped in after him. “Doran! Did you find something? Tell me! We can’t leave without—”

      “I found exactly what we were lookin’ for,” the dwarf interrupted, desperate to shut the man up. “Now, pretend to be a sack o’ supplies an’ shut ye trap!”

      Doran shook his head in an attempt to rid himself of the fatigue that gnawed at his joints. Carrying the sack over his shoulder wasn’t his preference, but the scholar’s scrawny bulk concealed some of his features and made him appear as if he was going about his day.

      After checking the corridor was clear, the dwarf shut the doors behind them and made for the stairs. “Get yer knee out o’ me ribs,” he hissed.

      He paused halfway down the steps as Petur adjusted his position. It would be the end of them if someone saw the sack moving.

      Since the recent shift change, the Battleborns guarding the tower’s entrance were different to those he had seen on his way in. Still, Doran kept his head down and did his best to blend into the other dwarves making their way up from the lower city. Most were pulling carts or sleds filled with goods ready to be sold in the markets. Doran kept close behind a small group of his kin carrying chests, creating the illusion that he was with them.

      The son of Dorain held his breath as he walked through the tall entrance and down the ramp. The guards didn’t give him a second look, but he did hear one of them complaining about a dwarf called Rorig. Apparently, Rorig hadn’t been seen at his post since sundown the previous day.

      Of course, Doran couldn’t be certain but, if he had to guess, he would say that the dwarf currently lying on his back in the archives, sporting more ridges on his head than a mountain range, was called Rorig. Doran offered up a quick prayer to Yamnomora that the guard wouldn’t get into too much trouble…

      Following the merchants through the upper streets of Silvyr Hall, the stout ranger was careful not to stray too close to the dwarves in front and garner their curiosity.

      It wasn’t long before they arrived at the city’s main gate; a corridor of Battleborns. Doran bit his lip, anxious about passing between them all.

      “Halt!” came an order from somewhere at the front of the merchant line.

      The dwarves around Doran began to rumble and complain. “This is getting ridiculous! I’ve got wares to sell!” That particular complaint was repeated throughout the line.

      Doran dared to nudge the arm of the merchant beside him and ask, “What’s all this about, then?”

      The bald dwarf looked back at Doran like he’d stepped on his boot. “Hit your head on the way up did you?”

      Doran shrugged. “It’s been a while since I’ve tried to sell anything at the markets.”

      The merchant sighed. “Well, you must have heard about the silvyr being sold illegally.”

      “Aye,” Doran agreed.

      The merchant looked at him like he was stupid again. “All of our wares have to be checked before we can enter the markets. They’re making sure that we’ve got the proper permissions to sell the silvyr.”

      Another dwarf, listening to their conversation, leaned in. “That’s if you even have silvyr to sell! I’ve just got steel and iron!” He gestured to his cart.

      The son of Dorain nodded along and did his best to appear as unfazed by the approaching checks as he could. He tilted his head to look down the short corridor and see how far away the nearest guard was.

      They were close.

      It wouldn’t even be five minutes before it was demanded that he open the sack. Petur’s stupid doe-eyed face would look back up at the Battleborn and then they’d be executed on the spot - if they were lucky.

      There was nothing for it.

      Without a word, Doran stepped to the side and quick-marched down the corridor, between the two columns of queuing merchants. A few of the dwarves offered harsh words at what appeared to be another merchant trying to skip ahead, but Doran was more occupied with the guards.

      He managed to walk past the nearest, who was distracted by his inspection of a cart, and he made no eye contact as he tried to slip past the next. Not looking at the Battleborn, however, did not mean the Battleborn wasn’t looking at him.

      “Oi, you! Stop!” The guard had turned around to direct his command at Doran’s back.

      The son of Dorain didn’t stop, his gaze fixed on the archway of light that led back into the world.

      “I said stop!” the guard barked, this time gaining the attention of other Battleborns.

      Doran counted four more soldiers of Uthrad’s army closing in from the front, abandoning their inspections.

      Directing his hushed words over his shoulder, the ranger said, “Brace yerself, lad. This is goin’ to hurt a bit…” Petur’s mumbled response was impossible to make out.

      One of the approaching guards held up his hand, gesturing Doran to stop where he was. The other three were eyeing the sack slung over his shoulder with suspicious curiosity.

      The son of Dorain took a breath and tightened his grip around the neck of the sack. When the distance between them was just right, he burst into action and swung the sack around with all his strength. Thankfully, there were very few humans a dwarf could say were heavy, and Petur was no exception.

      The scholar yelped inside the sack as he was used like a mace on a chain. The books inside did little to protect him from injury, but they certainly made a difference colliding with the Battleborns. The three from his left were knocked down in the surprise attack, but the momentum was gone by the time Doran was swinging around to the last of them.

      Releasing his grip on the sack, Doran dived over it and ploughed into the guard, tackling him to the ground.

      In the fray of limbs and punches, the ranger shouted, “Get out o’ the sack, ye dolt! Run!”

      Petur scrambled out of the sack with one hand covering his forehead and a disorientated pair of eyes. He was bleeding from a few cuts here and there, but he was still intact enough to run, which he wasn’t doing.

      “RUN!” Doran bellowed, landing one last devastating blow to the guard’s face.

      The three dwarves who had been knocked over were beginning to recover and find their feet again. To save Petur, Doran had no choice but charge at the rising dwarves with a roar. He came down hard on the knee of the closest, dropping them both to the ground with a nasty crunch from the guard’s leg.

      The pain from such an injury was enough to prevent the Battleborn from getting up, but the next dwarf in line had no trouble coming at Doran. On the ground, the son of Dorain wondered how he was going to get back on top of the situation.

      The answer came in the form of a flying book.

      The Battleborn raised his hammer over his head, ready to bring it down on Doran, when a large hardback book caught the dwarf in the face, between the slits of his helmet. Combined with the weight of his hammer, the Battleborn was knocked off his feet again, only this time, his hammer slammed into the remaining guard behind him.

      Seeing all four of the Battleborns on their backs, and more running down the corridor, Doran jumped to his feet. “Nicely done, laddy! Now, back to that runnin’ thing, eh!”

      The merchants were howling and shouting for more guards, but their carts and various wares only served to slow them down.

      Back under the light of day, between Silvyr Hall’s entrance and the silvyr pit, Doran hesitated in choosing his direction. His kin were everywhere, spread out before them in the maze-like markets. They were all looking at him. Or, more specifically, they were looking at Petur Devron. The human.

      That was when Doran saw them. The Heavybellys.

      He froze for naught but a second but, in that moment, he locked eyes with the party of dwarves he knew to be his father’s soldiers. They weren’t in the markets to trade by the look of their armour and weapons. Judging by their expressions upon spotting Doran, it became very clear as to why they had been granted entrance to Uthrad’s kingdom.

      “There’s the traitor!” one of them shouted, pointing at Doran.

      “Get him!” another ordered.

      Doran grabbed Petur by the arm and directed the scholar to their right. If they followed the edge of the markets they would eventually come across their cart and the Galfreys.

      “Don’ look back!” the ranger yelled. “Jus’ keep runnin’!”

      Of course, Petur looked behind them. He screamed with terror and used his longer legs to his advantage. Doran couldn’t help but look back as well. The Heavybelly hunters were now backed up by a group of Battleborns.

      Rounding the curve of the markets, their private camp came into view, not far from the main group of stalls. Reyna and Nathaniel were nowhere to be seen, hiding, no doubt, in the cart.

      “Galfreys!” Doran shouted as loud as he could. By now, they had the attention of every dwarf on the edge of the markets, all of whom appeared quite stunned at the chase.

      The son of Dorain bellowed their name again and again until, finally, the pair popped their heads up from the tarpaulin. Their expressions dropped when they looked beyond the dwarf and the scholar.

      Nathaniel assumed his full height, tearing the tarpaulin away and knocking down the posts that had been erected to provide a shelter. Reyna hopped onto the bench and took the Warhogs’ reins in hand, rousing the pigs from their slumber in the muddy snow.

      Petur reached the cart first and dived over the side. Nathaniel remained standing in the cart and pulled his sword an inch from its scabbard.

      “Put that away!” Doran yelled, waving his hand. “This ain’t a fight we can win!” The ranger leaped up onto the driver’s bench and shoulder-barged the elf. “Get in the back! We’re goin’ to need that bow o’ yers…”

      As Reyna skipped over into the cart, Doran cracked the reins and shouted at the Warhogs. The group of hunters and soldiers were closing the gap and fast. Detecting their master’s distress, the Warhogs put their breeding to the test and ran straight ahead. The occupants in the cart stumbled backwards, though Petur was still curled up in a ball in the middle.

      “No!” Doran protested as the Warhogs ran headlong into the markets instead of steering around.

      What came next was a terrible mess, even by dwarven standards.

      Punching a hole through the narrow gap between stalls, the Warhogs charged into the densely populated markets with abandon. Wood splintered, dwarves cried out, and a variety of wares flew in every direction.

      Doran was lifted from his seat for a second before slamming back down again. He had just enough sense to pull hard on the reins and guide the Warhogs to the right. The cart swerved with enough speed behind it to raise the wheels on the right side. Another slam and the cart was rocketing through the markets on all four wheels again.

      “Doran?” Nathaniel questioned the dwarf’s choice in direction.

      “It’s the damn pigs!” he shouted back.

      Before they knew it, Battleborns were appearing from all sides and brandishing their weapons. The Warhog on the left flicked its head to the side and skewered one of the soldiers in the leg. Unfortunately for the Battleborn, his troubles didn’t end there. The dwarf was dragged alongside the Warhog for several metres, crashing continuously into the stalls and taking the legs out from under the merchants.

      When he was finally released, Doran threw his head back to watch him roll away. “Sorry!” he yelled after him.

      Seeing more people in their way, Doran relied on his native tongue to warn them. Children were scooped up by their elders and the ancient dwarves among them were pushed out of harm’s way. Doran felt terrible about the chaos they were creating, but then a flying axe reminded him why they were creating so much chaos.

      The axe missed him by an inch and embedded itself into the bench beside him. The Battleborn axe-thrower cursed after them as they sped by, his silvyr armour coated in mud by the Warhogs.

      “Right, ye stupid beasts! Time to get out o’ ’ere!” The son of Dorain changed their direction again and nearly upended the cart making the turn.

      “Doran!” Reyna shouted. “Where are we going?”

      “Anywhere but in ’ere!” he replied without looking.

      Cutting through the markets, the soldiers began to jump out up ahead. Doran had no choice but to alter their route again.

      “Hold on!” he called.

      The Warhogs squealed as the reins pulled on their mouths, directing them to the left. Reyna managed to stay standing, but Nathaniel yelped as he fell back into the cart.

      Another axe flew through an open stall and impaled the side of the cart. Doran gritted his teeth and continued to struggle with the reins, determined to find a way out before one of those flying axes found its home in his skull.

      “Do you know where you’re going?” Nathaniel asked, crouching behind the ranger.

      “Dwarves always know where they’re goin’!” Doran bragged.

      Indeed, he did know where he was going. The problem was what lay between there and his current position.

      “This is abou’ to get real bumpy!” he warned them, bracing himself.

      “About to?” Nathaniel retorted.

      Doran had no time to reply; if he made a mistake now they’d all be dead or taken prisoner.

      The ranger pulled the axe free from the bench with a sharp tug and twirled it in his hand until the grip was just right. He sighted the two-wheeler cart dead ahead, currently propped up by a single column of wood between the wheels.

      A quick prayer to Grarfath never hurt.

      Doran launched the axe end over end and by the grace of the Mother and Father, the axe chopped into the column of wood and knocked it away. The two-wheeler cart collapsed towards them, providing the perfect ramp.

      “Doran?” Reyna said his name with all the inflection required to inform the dwarf that she doubted his plan.

      “Hold on!”

      The Warhogs ran up the makeshift ramp with all haste and took the cart with it. All four of them cried out as they were separated from the cart by a clear foot. The dense wall of market stalls dropped below them, revealing the open valley beyond.

      The cart hit the ground hard behind the Warhogs, the wood splintering in places. Doran winced and not just because the cart sounded to be on its last legs, but also because his spine jarred on the rough landing.

      “Everyone still alive back there?” he shouted over his shoulder.

      “We’re here!” Nathaniel confirmed. “Just get us out of Silvyr Hall!”

      Doran had no intention of slowing the expeditious Warhogs down. They were about to fly past the market entrance, where trading medallions were needed to advance any farther. The commotion created in breaking free of the markets was more than enough to grab the attention of the guards up ahead.

      By the time they were passing the main bulk of guards, the Warhogs had picked up enough speed again to dissuade the Battleborns from getting in their way.

      “Stop!” they hollered in unison.

      The morning queue of merchants ceased their shuffling and stared with open mouths at the cart and pigs. It wasn’t every day they saw what appeared to be three humans and another dwarf fleeing Silvyr Hall.

      It was a straight shot through the valley, a path that eventually weaved between the Vengoran mountains and into The Iron Valley, Illian’s northern entrance.

      It was also a path that would take them through much of Dhenaheim, a place where they would be hunted from all sides.

      “Doran…” The trepidation in Reyna’s voice forced the ranger to turn around.

      Silvyr Hall’s mountainous walls and towers dominated the backdrop, but it was the cluster of dark forms charging through the snow, trailing them, that focused his attention. The Heavybelly hunters were still in pursuit, now astride their own Warhogs.

      “There’s more behind them!” Reyna informed, her eyes far superior. “The Battleborns appear to have carts of their own!”

      “War chariots!” Doran corrected. “They make this thing look like a broken match box!”

      The son of Dorain could still remember the battles he had led upon a war chariot. They were pulled by six Warhogs instead of two and the chariot itself was bristling with spikes and reinforced plating.

      “Now would be the time to notch an arrow, me Lady!” Doran suggested as he tried to navigate the Warhogs over a particularly icy patch. “But no killin’, mind ye!”

      “Of course!” Reyna replied, retrieving an arrow from her enchanted quiver.

      Doran had a quick glance over his shoulder and discovered Petur Devron was still curled up in a ball on the floor of the cart.

      “Do we have a plan?” Nathaniel enquired, his head swivelling from the path ahead to the chasing dwarves behind.

      “Oh aye!” Doran nodded his head with some exaggeration. “The plan, as always with ye Galfreys, is to make it to the next day!”

      “They’re closing the gap!” Reyna warned.

      Behind them, the pursuing Heavybellys had been overtaken by the faster war chariots of the Battleborns. Each chariot was manned by two dwarves, one of which aimed a chunky crossbow at them.

      “Get down!” Reyna cried.

      Doran ducked his head as much as he could and the Galfreys dropped down into the cart. The first salvo of three bolts whistled past with only one impaling the back of the cart.

      Reyna rose into a crouch and aimed her bow horizontally at the nearest war chariot. Her aim was true and the arrow given all the power of a battering ram by the enchanted bow. The elf fired low and launched the arrow at the large wheel on the side of the chariot. Any other arrow would have been caught up in the rotation, but not Reyna’s.

      The wheel exploded and flew into the air. The war chariot dipped and scraped along the ground, pushing through the snow to drag against the rock. The imbalance was enough to knock one of the dwarves off, sending him tumbling behind them. The Warhogs struggled with the drag and veered away from the pursuit.

      More bolts cut through the air and dug into the cart. Nathaniel yelled in pain when one of them skimmed his arm, though his anger paled when compared to Reyna’s. The elf turned sharply on the approaching chariot that had injured her husband.

      The Battleborns could do nothing to prevent the deadly arrow as it tore through the wooden shaft and severed their chariot from the sprinting Warhogs. The chariot’s momentum allowed the two wheels to continue for a few more metres, but the lurch forward was inevitable. Snow and mud were kicked into the air and the dwarves groaned until they were suddenly far behind the chase.

      “Thank you, dear!” Nathaniel beamed. “One left!” The old knight gestured to the remaining war chariot directly behind them.

      Reyna notched another arrow and aimed behind the cart, her sight lining up with the centre harnesses that connected the two lines of Warhogs. The aim of an elf could rarely be denied and, when that aim was supported by the most powerful bow in the realm, there was only one course of action the Battleborns could see.

      They jumped off the back.

      The arrow sliced through the centre of the harnesses and penetrated the plating in the front of the chariot. Without that rigid connection, the Warhogs drifted apart, and without the dwarves to guide them, they ran in their own direction. The war chariot was pulled in two directions before it flipped end over end.

      Doran laughed heartily and praised Grarfath for the company he kept. He tried not to think too much about the fact that it was the company he kept who always landed him in trouble.

      “You never fail to impress, my love!” Nathaniel declared.

      “Your arm?” The elf looked at the red line across his bicep.

      Nathaniel waved her concern away. “Just a scratch!”

      Doran took the opportunity to turn around and look upon the destruction wrought by the elven ambassador. It was a stunning scene of mayhem and chaos, with Warhogs running across the valley in every direction, injured Battleborns limping back to Silvyr Hall, and war chariots reduced to pieces.

      Their escape, however, wasn’t assured yet.

      The son of Dorain sighted the Heavybellys in the distance, their Warhogs ploughing through the snow with relentless power.

      “Them hunters’ll be a problem!” he insisted.

      “They’re too far behind to cause us any trouble,” Nathaniel replied.

      “Trust me, lad,” Doran said. “They aren’ on us yet, but they won’ stop until they catch us. An’ they can track us anywhere.”

      Reyna leaned over the bench. “That depends on our destination,” the elf pointed out. “Did you find anything in the archives?” she asked excitedly.

      Doran gave her a quick glance, his expression giving nothing away. Then he grinned from ear to ear.

      Reyna matched his smile. “You did find something!”

      Doran patted the scroll inside his tunic. “Aye, that I did. But…” His demeanour turned a shade more serious as he considered what had to be inside that mine.

      “But what, Doran?” Reyna asked eagerly.

      Believing his conclusions to be ludicrous, the son of Dorain simply answered, “I think we can open the doors now, but I still fear what could be inside.”

      Reyna frowned. “You don’t believe it to be empty?”

      “No, me Lady. I think it’s far from empty…”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    








            A Conversation in the Snow

          

        

      

    

    
      Astride the largest gark the Grim Stalkers had ever bred, Karakulak, the God-King of the orcs, led his army from the front. He patted its reptilian hide and gripped it by the streak of fur that ran over its head and down its back. The hulking six-legged beast was the only one capable of supporting the orc’s impressive weight.

      Their numbers had been reduced since the Dragorn attack, but Karakulak was confident they still had what was needed to take Namdhor, with or without aid from the smaller force in the west.

      Glancing to his left and right, the war machines still stood, hauled through the north by imprisoned mountain trolls. Yes, he thought, they had the numbers.

      The God-King adjusted the collar of his new armour, presented to him by Chieftain Barghak of the Big Bastards. It was the finest obsidian breastplate an orc could forge and his mother, the High Priestess, had already painted Gordomo’s white V in the middle. A new cloak, made from human skin, had been tailored to his increased height and was draped over the back of the gark.

      Over his right shoulder, Karakulak marvelled at the bone hilt of his dragon blade, though it was now a one-handed weapon to him.

      The God-King smiled to himself. He could feel the power surging through his muscles, even now, many hours after consuming the elixir. He relished the memory of the Dragorn’s neck snapping in his hands like a twig, killing the pathetic man and his dragon.

      There was a general stirring behind him and Karakulak turned to Grundi astride a smaller gark. The hunched orc was staring at the sky, his eyes tracking from right to left.

      Chieftain Dugza of the Bone Breakers pointed to the sky. “A Dragorn!”

      Karakulak didn’t care for the apprehension in his tone and he shot the chieftain a look that expressed his disappointment. After Dugza visually submitted and averted his gaze, the God-King turned his attention to the black sky. The Dragorn no longer worried him.

      “It is alone!” Chieftain Golm of the Mountain Fist pointed out.

      Their simple observations were becoming an irritation to Karakulak and he considered whether it was such a good thing to have all the chieftains follow in his wake. At least when they journeyed among their tribes he was free of their stupidity.

      The God-King watched the green dragon as it circled lazily overhead. It wasn’t a threatening approach, he noted.

      “What is it doing?” Grundi asked aloud.

      Karakulak tilted his head, considering that question himself. “It wants us to know it’s there,” he reasoned.

      Grundi looked from his master to the dragon. “But why?”

      After a few more circles in the sky, the dragon began to descend in the distance. Bar Malliath, it was the largest dragon Karakulak had laid eyes on. Its humungous wings fanned the snow, kicking up a small storm on the horizon, before its mighty legs touched down and crunched the powder.

      Then it did nothing.

      The God-King scanned the horizon and the skies, searching for any sign of a trap. It was possible there were more dragons hiding above the ash cloud, waiting to attack. He narrowed his newly improved eyes on the single dragon and beheld the rider that jumped down from its neck.

      Karakulak smiled and laughed to himself. “The man-thing wishes to speak with us!” His laugh was infectious and soon spread among the ranks.

      Chieftain Nilsorg of the Steel Caste roared, “Prepare the ballistas!”

      “No.” Karakulak held up his hand and every orc stopped what they were doing.

      “Sire?” Grundi looked up from his gark.

      The God-King took a sharp breath through his nose and held out his open hand. “Bring me a bolt!” he commanded.

      Many questions were etched on the faces of his kin, but none were voiced. One of the orcs manning the nearest ballista ran over with a bolt in both hands. The orc was very careful to keep the wrath-powdered tip pointed to the sky.

      Karakulak snatched it from the underling and kicked his gark into motion. “Stay here!” he barked at the others.

      The God-King was particular about his approach, keeping the gark’s speed under control just as the Dragorn had kept his dragon circling. If the beast were to run at full speed across the tundra, the dragon would likely take it as an aggressive act. There was no magical elixir in the world that could save him from a full blast of dragon’s fire.

      With fifty feet between them, Karakulak brought the gark to a halt and climbed off. He walked the rest of the way with the ballista bolt in one hand. The Dragorn appeared just as unnerved by their confrontation as he did. That confidence would be the end of their kind.

      The man looked to be in his late forties with a dusting of grey in his dark curls and beard. His clothing was just that. There was no real armour to speak of beside his hardened leathers. The blade on his hip, however, told another story. Karakulak had seen ancient drawings of an elven scimitar that matched the description of the red and gold hilt.

      “You wield the legendary Mournblade,” the God-King stated.

      The Dragorn frowned in confusion, the orc’s language lost on him. He presented a small spinner the size of his finger tip. Karakulak had seen them used many times by the surface dwellers. The man flicked the spinner onto an outcropping of rock that poked through the snow.

      “That sword,” Karakulak began again. “It was used to slay the last king of the orcs, during The Great War.”

      “The very same,” the Dragorn replied.

      Karakulak could see the fire that raged within the man. He was angry, furious even. Still, it was kept in check by a great deal of discipline.

      “That must make you the Dragorn leader,” Karakulak assumed, intrigued by the whole encounter.

      “My name is Gideon Thorn. And yes, I speak for the Dragorn. You are Karakulak, king of the orcs.”

      The towering orc looked down at Gideon with a simple question on his face.

      “I know your name because we have a mutual acquaintance,” Gideon continued. “That’s why we’re here.”

      “You are here because someone has to beg for the lives of this land. It might as well be you since so many of your order have already fallen in this war.” Karakulak’s comment was enough to get under Gideon’s skin and the man clenched his fist, a sight that pleased the God-King.

      The dragon behind Gideon sneered and a cloud of hot breath blew out of the monster’s nostrils.

      Karakulak twirled the bolt in his hand and pointed the tip down. “If I drop this, we all die.”

      Gideon looked from the bolt to the orc. “If we had come looking for a fight we wouldn’t be talking.”

      Karakulak scrutinised the man’s pathetic features, searching for any hint of a lie. “You are here because of the wizard,” he said finally.

      Gideon nodded. “The Crow is your ally.”

      “The black dragon too,” Karakulak added, his eyes rolling over the sky.

      The Dragorn kept his own eyes on the orc. “If you’ve based your entire invasion on The Crow’s words, you should know they are lies. His agenda is his own and something tells me he has no place for orcs in it beside battle fodder.”

      “Ah, I see. You have come to turn us against each other. A strategic idea, if a little simple. The Crow showed us the way out of The Under Realm. He revealed the ancient tunnels that allowed us to take your world by surprise. He gave us the fiercest dragon to ever live. Besides, even if he does speak lies, it is too late for anything else now. The orcs have risen.”

      Gideon’s gaze drifted and lingered over the army in the background. “Your numbers are looking a little thinned.”

      “You would count your attack as a victory?” Karakulak asked incredulously.

      “No, I wouldn’t. But, then again, it was never my victory to claim. The Crow was the one who told us where you were going to be.”

      Karakulak clenched his jaw, weighing the human’s words. The accusation made no sense to the orc. The Crow had been there. Had he revealed their location to the Dragorn he would have put his own life in danger. The God-King wasn’t foolish enough to believe the orcs weren’t being used as a weapon by The Black Hand, but what could the wizard possibly have to gain from losing that weapon?

      “To what end?” Karakulak responded.

      “That’s a question neither of us can answer. But, shouldn’t you be able to? You are allies, after all.”

      Karakulak snarled. “Do not think me a fool, human! The Black Hand has used the orc and the orc has used The Black Hand. The end result will still be the same; your world becomes my world.”

      “Think,” Gideon said patronisingly. “This world is The Crow’s world. Whatever he’s told you, whatever you have planned for it, do you really think this all ends with you ruling Illian?”

      The human was beginning to irritate Karakulak, and he was tempted to plunge the bolt into the ground just to shut him up, his own life be damned.

      “Illian?” the God-King said. “This won’t end until I rule all of Verda!”

      Gideon stepped forward. “He’s not going to let you!” the Dragorn insisted. “However this ends it won’t be me who stops you. It will be The Crow. He just hasn’t got whatever he wants yet…”

      Karakulak lowered his head as well as his tone. “You’re right, it won’t be you who stops me.” The orc resumed his full height and took on a lighter tone. “At least we can agree on something, Dragorn. As for my alliance with The Black Hand…”

      Turning back to face his army, Karakulak bellowed an order at the top of his significant lungs. The line of armoured orcs shuffled and stirred in the distance until a group of eight dark mages, cloaked in their black robes, were pressed into the open. They were bloodied and bruised, robbed of their wands and staffs but, most of all, they were bereft of magic.

      The chieftains kicked them forward from atop their garks and growled curses and threats at them. Karakulak had wondered how best to kill them, wanting to make a spectacle of it for his army. The Dragorn had provided him with the perfect opportunity.

      “My allies…” he declared, holding his arm out towards them. Karakulak enjoyed the unease he saw spreading across Gideon’s face.

      “You came in the hope of fracturing our alliance,” the orc resumed. “Unfortunately for both of you, we have outgrown our need of them.” Karakulak closed his fist and the chieftains unleashed their garks on the mages. The screams and snarls passed over the tundra, filling the eerie silence of the flat lands.

      The God-King held the smile on his face as the garks feasted on the dark mages. His physical transformation had been enough to get the chieftains in line, but killing The Black Hand was a defining moment for the rest of the army. They no longer needed allies to take Neverdark and their king was beyond the influence of magic.

      Only Karakulak would know the truth of it all…

      The Dragorn was relentless in his pursuit of dissuasion. “The Crow possesses ancient magic, something both of us know to fear. His sight pierces time, which means he already knows the choices you’re going to make. Nothing you do now can change events set in motion. And like I said, The Crow has no place for you in his new world.”

      Karakulak snorted. “This is your grand plan, Dragorn? You come here hoping to turn my army back with words alone. What did you think would happen? The Crow does not scare me and my army will not retreat. We will roll over this land and make it our own.” The orc glanced at the clouds of ash. “Even the sky wishes for the orc to rule!”

      “I came hoping to save as many lives as possible, King Karakulak.” Gideon half turned to look at the snows in the distance. “I would count today as a victory.”

      The God-King looked from the puny man to the northern road, unsure, for a moment, what he was talking about. Recalling the map of Neverdark, he remembered then that the town of Dunwich wasn’t far ahead.

      “Saving one town is no victory,” Karakulak stated. “They will run to Namdhor and be added to the slaughter, nothing more.”

      “Every able man who can swing a sword will add to Namdhor’s considerable army,” Gideon countered. “You will find no end to this war there.”

      Karakulak laughed, careful in his animation to keep the spear tip above the ground. “This is no war. Your people are weak. The real war is beyond Vengora, with the dwarves. The very same place where Namdhor’s considerable army is currently camped…” The orc added his last words with a wicked grin on his face. It was made all the more satisfying when the Dragorn’s face dropped.

      The God-King leaned in again. “Those villagers you just saved, those families… They are Namdhor’s army now. And we will be there soon enough.” Karakulak straightened his back and shot the green dragon a hard look. “I wouldn’t be here when this lands,” he said cryptically.

      The orc’s mighty arm threw the ballista bolt into the air, above their heads, and casually walked back to his gark without a look back. Gideon Thorn scaled his dragon’s neck, with agility akin to an elf, before the giant beast flapped its wings and took off at an angle.

      As Karakulak’s muscled leg swung over the saddle of his gark, the bolt landed where they had conversed. The impact was more than enough to make the wrath powder react in its volatile way. The God-King steered his gark away from the explosion of rock and snow and made his way back to his waiting army. They cheered his name, a roar loud enough to shake mountains.

      Amid the cheers, Grundi sidled up to his master. “You let him live, Sire?”

      Coming from the crippled orc, Karakulak didn’t take it as a challenge but, rather, his curiosity. “That was the leader of the Dragorn. I want him to see the end of it all before I take his life…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gideon could feel Ilargo’s predatory instincts bleeding across their bond. It was a natural feeling when flying above prey; the desire to drop down and sink teeth into flesh.

      There were, however, countless ballistas aimed at the sky, each one loaded with an explosive tip. Proving to be one of those rare occasions, Gideon soothed Ilargo, warning him against such foolish action.

      One bolt would spell the end of us both, old friend.

      And one exhale of fire would spell the end of a hundred orcs! Ilargo argued.

      Gideon rubbed his companion’s green scales. That wasn’t the point of this. We might have failed to give the orcs pause in their attack, but at least we gave Arathor more time to evacuate Dunwich.

      Ilargo bristled. Rolan’s attack has thinned their numbers, but with Queen Yelifer’s army in Dhenaheim, Namdhor will be slaughtered, just as the orc king said.

      That fact was beyond a source of irritation for Gideon. He was angry at the queen of the north. At Dragons’ Reach, she had promised to hold her army until…

      The Master Dragorn suddenly became concerned with Reyna and Nathaniel’s wellbeing. If Yelifer had marched her army into Dhenaheim, it was likely because negotiations had failed between the Galfreys and the dwarves. Disagreeing with the dwarves usually ended in blood.

      Of all people to be concerned about, Ilargo appealed, Reyna and Nathaniel Galfrey are the most capable. Whatever has happened in the mountains, I am sure they are safe.

      Gideon sighed. I’m tired of leaving my friends to peril and death.

      Ilargo knew of his intentions immediately and banked to fly north, towards Namdhor. The army of orcs remained behind them, a black stain on the white landscape.
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            The Fifth Lesson

          

        

      

    

    
      Alijah wandered through the darkness of his bond with Malliath. He could hear whispers coming from the inky shadows that enveloped him. The words were lost on him but he knew they were beckoning him.

      His mind was fractured. His lessons repeated over and over, bringing with them the pain he had suffered under the Reavers’ instructions. Combined with the violent flashbacks from Malliath’s past, Alijah struggled to grasp anything tangible.

      Every now and then, Asher’s horrific past would bleed through and make a mess of any picture Alijah had formed. The bond between the three of them was unnatural and the rogue’s mind was paying the price.

      Still, that familiar voice called from the ether.

      “Malliath?” he cried into the darkness.

      The whispers intensified, but they came from every direction, confusing the half-elf. If only he could reach the dragon’s mind and mature their bond, he could regain some strength and… And what? he thought. Even if his body was restored to full health there was no escaping The Bastion. No escaping The Crow.

      More than anything, he longed to join with the black dragon. Futile as it might be, he needed to be one with Malliath. It was the only thing that made any sense to him.

      As always, Alijah slipped from what little bond they had and his mind wandered aimlessly. He partially woke in his freezing cell, his mind still holding onto the reprieve that was unconsciousness.

      As always, his mind referred back to his lessons. The words scarred his mind just as the Reavers scarred his body.

      Men may die, kingdoms may rise and fall, but an idea lives on…

      The words brought with them the memory of the lesson itself. The Crow had said something he found very interesting at the time. Being half asleep, Alijah couldn’t focus on what had been said beyond the lesson itself.

      Irritated by the elusive memory, the rogue stirred until his eyes focused. Across from him, in the shadows, was Asher. Seeing the enthralled ranger, his mind sharpened and he remembered exactly what The Crow had said to interest him.

      Asher has his role to play. He has the answer inside his mind…

      Alijah lifted his head back to the wall and looked hard at Asher, then at Malliath. Whatever the answer was, it must be important, he reasoned. Something that would affect the outcome of the war perhaps. Malliath snorted his hot breath through his nostrils, grabbing the rogue’s attention.

      Alijah’s mind began to wonder then. Perhaps the ranger wasn’t the one who had the answer…

      His train of thought was interrupted when the creaky door of his personal hell was swung open. The Crow strode in, accompanied by his usual entourage of undead Reavers.

      “You’re already awake,” the wizard remarked. “No need for the bucket today, then.”

      The Reaver behind him placed the usual bucket of freezing water on the floor. Alijah kept his relief to himself, fearful that it would result in some other form of pain.

      The Crow positioned himself so that Alijah and Malliath were either side of him. “Have you heard him yet?” he asked the rogue. “I must admit, I’m curious as to what his voice sounds like.”

      Alijah averted his gaze, making sure to keep his attention on the wet floor.

      “Alijah…” The wizard called his name with an ominous tone. “Do I see fear in those eyes?”

      The rogue understood his mistake immediately. He snapped his head up and met The Crow’s cold eyes, determined to show no sign of any fear.

      “What was your previous lesson?” he enquired, a hand gripped around his wand.

      Alijah swallowed what little saliva he had. “Fear is not… real. It is simply a product… of the mind.”

      The Crow leaned in. “What is real?”

      “Danger,” Alijah replied without hesitation. He could still feel the steel of the Reaver’s blade slicing through his skin as he recited the lesson.

      The Crow nodded along and moved away. “Danger,” he repeated. “Your people are in danger, Alijah. They will always be in danger. There’s always something worse just waiting in the darkness to hurt them. Illian will never be safe. That’s why it needs you to watch over it, protect it… lead it.”

      Alijah’s attention flitted from The Crow to the Reavers, wondering which was going to hurt him first. He then naturally turned to the open sky above, his eyes darting to every corner of the broken ceiling, searching for any sign of help. He couldn’t help it. He was trapped in a corner and helpless to defend himself.

      The wizard followed his gaze and sighed as if he was just as disheartened as Alijah by the lack of any rescue.

      “They’re not coming, I’m afraid. Your friends, that is. Your parents aren’t coming to save you. Your sister isn’t coming. Gideon Thorn isn’t coming. Vighon Draqaro isn’t coming. You are alone here. In these walls, only you can decide what breaks you.”

      Alijah knew his hopelessness was close to breaking him. He could feel himself detaching from the world with every passing day. Every lesson chipped away at him, revealing something else lingering under the surface.

      With as much courage as he could muster, Alijah asked. “Is that today’s lesson?”

      “No.” The Crow gave one of the Reavers a single nod and it left the cell. “Today’s lesson… is love.”

      The half-elf shifted within the confines of his chains, suddenly terrified of what was going to happen next. Was that Reaver about to return with his parents or Inara? Had they captured Vighon?

      The Reaver soon returned with two young men and an elderly woman, all three chained together by the wrists. They were petrified, entirely unsure what they were doing in such a horrible place. When Malliath’s dark form stirred in the shadows, the elderly woman shrieked and fought against her captor. One of the men wet himself and the other stood in frozen terror.

      “Keep them there,” The Crow commanded, gesturing to the door.

      “What are you doing?” Alijah dared to ask.

      “Teaching you, of course. Today’s lesson is perhaps the most important. Those three people are nobody to you. You’ve never met them, you don’t know their names, if they have any family, where they’ve come from. But, they are people of Illian. That makes them your people.

      “You must love them, Alijah. Truly love them, each and every one. Even the ones who rise up against you must be loved. Taking their lives will always weigh on you, as it should a good king, but you will still love them. Because they are your people,” he repeated.

      Alijah looked at the three of them, struggling, in his condition, to feel anything but pity for them. Whatever happened next, he knew they would never leave this chamber again.

      “You must love them more than your parents and your sister. The people must mean more to you than family. The king of Illian must be a servant, not a tyrant. Tyrants have desires of their own. Things that they want, that they love more than anything else. They sacrifice their own people to attain it.”

      Alijah looked from the prisoners to The Crow. “Am I… supposed to choose?” He was confused as to his own part in the lesson.

      “No,” the wizard said, shaking his head. “Today you’re going to learn that love gives you the strength to transform pain into power. Where others could only draw this from a chosen few that they love unconditionally, you will harness that strength and power from everyone around you. Your love for your people will give you the means to accomplish anything.”

      Alijah met the horrified faces of the prisoners, trapped behind a wall of Reavers. “What are you going to do?” he asked The Crow.

      “No, Alijah. What are you going to do?”

      The wizard pressed his wand into the rogue’s chest and stole his breath with a spell. The cold point of the wand became hot, but it wasn’t painful. The feeling spread through his limbs and the world began to return in more clarity than it had for some time. His breath came back and with it a surge of energy he hadn’t experienced since he fought the orcs in the streets of Velia.

      The Crow smiled and flicked his wand at the manacles around the half-elf’s wrists. They snapped open and Alijah stepped forward with real strength in his legs. He rubbed his wrists and clenched his fists.

      “What did you do?”

      “Feels good, doesn’t it? To be whole again?” The Crow lingered on the lacerations inflicted by the Reavers. “Well, almost whole. Scars are great reminders, are they not?”

      Alijah could still feel the sting of his torture, but his limbs had a strength to them that he had almost forgotten about. “Why have you done this?” The rogue put a hand to his throat, shocked by the confidence and power in his tone.

      “For today’s lesson, you need to be… limber!”

      Alijah stepped to the side and backed away from The Crow and the Reavers by the door. He had nowhere to go, but nothing could stop his legs from trying to put as much distance between them as possible.

      “Loving your people is one thing. Standing up for them is another. You must be a capable king. A warrior. With or without Malliath by your side, your people must know that standing behind you is the safest place to be. But, you must love them enough to fight with everything you have to give.”

      Another nod from the wizard and a Reaver stepped forward with a single-handed sword in a scabbard. It was an unremarkable hilt, the sheath damaged in places. The Crow took it in his hands and pulled the blade free, holding it out before him.

      “When you are capable, I will present you with a sword befitting a king. Until then, you will learn to fight with this.”

      The Crow threw the blade over and Alijah was surprised to discover his reflexes were up to the task of snatching it from the air. “I already know how to fight.”

      “Yes, you have survived battle already, a testament to your upbringing by such venerable warriors. But, as every lesson has taught you, you must be more. In this instance, you must learn to fight for more than just your life. From now on, you fight for everyone else.” The wizard turned to regard the prisoners. “If you can reach them I will set them free. Of course, every second that you can’t protect them, my Reavers will hurt them.”

      Of the thirteen Reavers, three broke away from the group and each took up position behind one of the prisoners; their personal torturer. Three more stepped towards Alijah and drew their short-swords as they fell into a variety of fighting stances. The remaining seven stood as still as statues to the side, out of the way.

      Alijah knew by their swords and stances that he not only faced Reavers, but also Arakesh. “You want me to fight assassins?” he asked in disbelief. “There won’t be anything left of me to teach.”

      “Ah, but fighting for others, especially those we love, has a way of pushing us beyond our limits. You must find your love for them in your heart and use it. Their pain will empower you, Alijah.”

      The Crow joined Malliath and Asher in the shadows, leaving a clear path between Alijah and the Reavers. On the other side of them, the three prisoners cried out as their torturers began to viciously beat them to the floor.

      Every cry was a jolt that shot through Alijah, urging him to charge ahead and bring a stop to their pain and torment. It wasn’t any love for them that drove him so, but merely the injustice of it. He hated seeing anyone in pain.

      “It’s hard to hear, isn’t it?” The Crow called from the side. “Anyone would want to intervene and help them. The difference between you and anyone else is your love for them. Find it. Accept it. Use it.”

      Alijah didn’t have a chance to assess his opponents and he didn’t have Vighon by his side. The northman had always been better with a sword and loved an opportunity to save the rogue’s life.

      Two of the Reavers advanced, leaving the third closer to the prisoners. They came at Alijah from opposing angles. Their short-swords flashed in the torchlight as they spun them around in their hands, exhibiting incredible dexterity, especially for the dead.

      Alijah raised his sword and twisted the blade forward then backward, getting a feel for the weight and balance of it. Compared to Asher’s silvyr short-sword, it was crude and poorly forged, but the enthralled ranger had the unique blade sheathed on his back and he didn’t look to be sharing it.

      Another scream from the elderly woman broke the rogue’s focus and he looked from the approaching Reavers to the prisoners. They were being beaten without mercy. They wouldn’t survive much longer unless he could reach them.

      The Arakesh Reaver to his left was the first to lash out with a corkscrewing leap into the air. The short-swords came down on Alijah one after the other, then they came back up, forcing the rogue to change his fighting stance mid-flow.

      One of the men cried out and something audibly cracked. Alijah glanced in their direction and missed the second blade cutting through the air. He yelled in pain and stumbled backward after the steel sliced through his upper arm.

      “Focus, Alijah,” The Crow encouraged. “Transform that pain into power!”

      The Reaver came at him again and Alijah ducked and rolled underneath the swing. Outnumbered as he was, the rogue came back up only to be faced by the second Reaver to have broken away from the group. He brought his crude sword up and parried three rapid strikes but, with his attention split, he momentarily forgot about the Reaver behind him. The foot to his back launched him forward and onto the wet floor in a heap of limbs and shooting pains.

      The wizard’s voice found the gaps between their screams. “They don’t have long…”

      Alijah heaved himself up and swung his sword out with wild abandon to push the Reavers back a foot. “How do I know you’ll let them live?” he shouted.

      “I told you; I will never lie to you. I said I will set them free and I will… If you can reach them.”

      The two Reavers came again, this time attacking as one. Alijah blocked the sword of one and lifted his foot to avoid the sword of the other. Vighon had always told him a good defence was pointless if it wasn’t followed up with an effective offence. With that in mind, the rogue dashed forwards and plunged his blade into the chest of the Arakesh on his left. He immediately pulled the sword free and brought his elbow up into the face of the Reaver on his right.

      The undead creature, who had just been stabbed through the chest, should have come right back at Alijah with an attack of its own. Instead, the Arakesh lay on the floor, as if it had really been slain.

      “One down, two to go!” The Crow announced unhelpfully.

      The prisoners continued to call out for mercy. That was when Alijah noticed that the elderly woman was silent, her body still on the floor.

      “She’s dead, Alijah. Let the injustice of her final moments burn in your soul! Use it!”

      The Arakesh Reaver recovered almost instantly from the elbow to the face and attacked the half-elf again. A primal fury erupted from somewhere deep inside, and Alijah bared his teeth and barrelled into the oncoming Reaver. He grabbed it around the waist and took the undead thing to the floor, his own sword forgotten.

      A quick headbutt threw the Reaver’s skull into the stone. Alijah gripped the short-sword in its hand and pushed the edge of the blade down into its neck. The steel cut into his fingers as he shoved the short-sword down, fighting the Reaver’s resistance. He shifted his weight to come down on the weapon with every ounce of strength he had. Eventually, the blade chopped through the Arakesh’s neck and severed its head.

      That one wouldn’t be playing dead.

      Alijah growled with a ragged breath and picked up his sword on the way back up. The third and final Reaver was standing in the middle of the clearing, unnaturally still.

      “Kill it, Alijah, and you can free them from their torment.”

      The rogue barely registered The Crow’s words. This particular Reaver was his personal torturer, the one who ensured he absorbed the wizard’s lessons.

      “Do not let your hate and anger cloud your vision,” The Crow continued. “It must be your love for the people that drives you. Fighting for anything less will make you no better than your predecessors.”

      Becoming accustomed to The Crow’s voice after so long, Alijah blinked hard and took in his meaning. As twisted as this all was, the wizard was right. He looked at the two men being savagely beaten and he imagined them to be someone’s son, their brother, a father even. To someone, they were family. If he couldn’t fight for that then what could he ever fight for?

      Coming to stand before his last opponent, Alijah refrained from charging him. Hearing their pleas for help made it all the harder, but he had to focus if he was going to free them.

      “That’s it," The Crow purred. “Feel it. They need you. What stands between you is evil. It doesn’t matter if it’s an Arakesh, a Reaver or even an elf. If they stand between you and your people, they are-your-enemy.”

      The Reaver exploded into action and came at Alijah with both of its short-swords spinning in intricate patterns. The sight alone would have been enough to make most men run for their lives. The rogue had no such choice. And not because he had nowhere to go, but because this was where he was supposed to be; standing against the dark.

      Using his longer blade to his advantage, Alijah swung at the assassin’s midriff, forcing the undead thing to halt its swordplay and deflect the incoming weapon. It certainly worked to stop the Arakesh from spinning his blades around, but it did nothing to stop it from kicking the rogue in the stomach.

      Somewhere in the dark, his sword clattered to the floor a second before he hit the floor himself. Seeing his attacker advancing out of the corner of his eye, Alijah rolled away and narrowly avoided the short-swords coming down on him. Another foot caught him in the jaw and threw him onto the decapitated Reaver.

      A sharp yelp and a sudden silence from one of the prisoners told Alijah that another one had just died. He lifted his head from the floor and saw the young man staring back at him, his eyes devoid of life.

      “You’re running out of time…”

      Alijah roared with renewed rage, some of which flowed across the bond from Malliath. The rogue shot up and ploughed into the Reaver. His actions became instantly regrettable. Alijah froze in front of the Arakesh and gasped in its ravaged face. Looking down, one of the short-swords was now concealed in the side of his abdomen.

      The Reaver twisted the blade and Alijah cried out, dropping to his knees. Noises he had never made before came spilling out of his mouth as he tried to negotiate the pain. A flicker of movement, over his head, was all the warning he received that the Arakesh was about to bring the other blade down on his neck.

      The instinct to survive kicked in and his hand intercepted the hilt before it could cut into him with all the creature’s strength. In his wounded state, however, his own strength was lacking. The short-sword still came down, only its angle directed the steel into his shoulder instead.

      A pained scream drowned out the remaining prisoner. Alijah’s head was vibrating with the effort required to keep both protruding blades from sinking any deeper. Through bloodshot eyes, he looked up at the Reaver. Its mangled face showed no sign of emotion.

      “Dig deep, Alijah,” The Crow importuned. “Find that strength. Feel the pain and use it to power your actions. Do it, or he dies with the others…”

      Alijah turned his head slightly to see the young man curled up in a ball, his body marred with dark bruises and cuts.

      Then, with all the strength he could muster, Alijah managed to lift a knee and plant one foot on the floor. He pushed up until he had both feet under him and he was once again level with the Reaver. His hands, however, were each occupied holding a blade at bay. He had no choice. To defeat the undead creature, he would have to let go of one.

      Calling on whatever bond there was between him and Malliath, Alijah yelled in the Reaver’s face and let go of the blade in the side of his abdomen. The Arakesh sank the steel up to the hilt, eliciting an agonised yelp from the rogue. He needed two hands, however, to wrest the short-sword from his shoulder.

      Every movement of the blade set his shoulder on fire, but the Reaver couldn’t prevent Alijah from lifting it free. Blood trickled with some speed down his torso and back. Alijah ignored it all and concentrated on twisting the short-sword around in the assassin’s grip. When the tip was finally pointed down at the creature’s gut, he thrust until the hilt could go no farther.

      As previously instructed, the Reaver relinquished its grip on both short-swords and collapsed to the floor in an imitation of real death. At the same moment, the three Reavers laying into the young man stopped. The immediate silence was broken by the prisoner’s uncontrollable sobs.

      Alijah groaned in severe pain and fell to his knees. “Let him… go.”

      The Crow stepped out of the shadows clapping his hands with little enthusiasm. “You show promise.” The wizard regarded the prone Reavers. “Look at what you can accomplish when you understand the lesson. Warriors are not always the fastest or the strongest; strength and speed can be developed through training. Warriors are those who choose to stand between their enemy and all that they love.” The Crow considered the dead bodies of the man and woman. “This lesson will be repeated every other day until you can save all three of them.”

      Alijah had just enough sense left to understand what had been said. “You… were to set them… free.”

      The Crow glanced at the only survivor. “He is free. My servants will see to it that he’s shown the door. This lesson will be repeated with fresh prisoners. Fortunately, The Bastion was fitted with a substantial dungeon. Atilan always did like to experiment,” he added as an afterthought.

      The thought of reliving this hell was almost enough to make him forget about the serious wounds he now possessed. “I cannot… fight,” he pointed out.

      The Crow adjusted his robe and crouched beside Alijah with his wand in hand. “Fear not. You will be ready for the next lesson.”

      The healing process was just as painful as the injuries themselves. Alijah squirmed on the floor as his muscles knitted back together and the scar tissue took shape. He was sure The Crow maintained the pain, ensuring that, even with healing, there would be no reprieve.

      With blurry eyes, the rogue was hauled up by his arms and pushed back into the wall. As the chains were replaced around his wrists, he watched the only survivor be dragged from the chamber, behind the two dead bodies.

      “He won’t survive outside,” Alijah commented, his pain-free mind seeing the man’s inevitable submission to the freezing elements.

      “Perhaps,” The Crow replied. “His fate is back in his hands. You saved him from torment and certain death. No man could expect anything more.”

      The manacles around his wrists were tight and painful once more. He looked at the Reaver applying them and saw the ruined face of the Arakesh who had just stabbed him. No longer playing dead, the two creatures were back to the work they had been resurrected for. The decapitated Reaver was removed from the chamber, head and all, by the others.

      The Crow was suddenly in his face. “Today’s lesson?”

      Alijah felt the words catch in his mouth before finally replying, “Love gives you the strength to transform pain into power…”

      The wizard smiled with satisfaction and turned to the Reaver. “Help our future king to find some rest.”

      The Reaver stepped back and raised its clenched fist. Alijah took a sharp breath and readied himself for more pain.

      There was always more pain…
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            The Lion’s Den

          

        

      

    

    
      Vighon scanned every inch of the black sky. From his room in The Dragon Keep, he could see everything south of Namdhor, yet there was no sign of Inara. Her sudden departure from the city had many panicking, fearing the worst.

      Had she fled because there was no hope? How could they possibly withstand the orcs without a single Dragorn to offer aid? There was no end to the worries that passed through the keep. Only Arlon was able to maintain any kind of order with his supreme confidence.

      A simple conversation with Galanör would likely clear up Inara’s absence, but Vighon was under clear instructions to await his father. The northman hated being cooped up in the drab room, especially when it was Arlon’s command that saw him there.

      Vighon had spent most of the night thinking about The Crow. He would usually leave such pondering to Alijah or Hadavad, but he was in the middle of it now. There was no going back, for any of them. The Black Hand had rallied the orcs to war and brought them to Illian’s gates. It was fight or die time.

      For Vighon, this scenario was often met with a sword in his hand and a shield on his arm. The battle wasn’t as simple as that anymore. The Black Hand had muddied the waters and forced the northman to use his mind.

      Why would The Crow inform Arlon of all people where to find a weapon of great power? His father had been working to reach that mine for years before the orcs became a threat; a fact that only made The Crow appear all the more omniscient.

      Understanding The Crow’s motives was likely beyond Vighon’s grasp and Arlon certainly wouldn’t know. Discovering the nature of this weapon, however, was something he could accomplish. But at what price?

      A knock on his door preceded the answer to that question. Arlon strode in without waiting for permission. Behind him, trailed a pair of servants carrying a chest between them.

      “Put it on the bed and leave us,” Arlon instructed them.

      Vighon observed the bows the two men sent his way and he glanced over the chest, wondering if he was going to like what came out of it.

      “I must say,” Arlon remarked, “I half expected the room to be empty.”

      Vighon didn’t flinch from his father’s gaze. “You’ve crawled into bed with the one man who wants to see the world burn, Arlon. I’m here because there’s a chance you’ve sold Namdhor and what’s left of our entire race down the river.”

      Arlon smiled. “You’ll get your answers,” he promised. “But, first you have a job to do.”

      Vighon turned away, unable to even look at the man. “I’m not killing for you again,” he said defiantly. “My days of carrying out Ironsworn work is over.”

      Arlon held up his hands. “And I wouldn’t have you return to it. The landscape is changing and we have to change with it. We Draqaros must distance ourselves from such distasteful ways.”

      Vighon raised an eyebrow. “You’ve let that fancy title of yours go to your head. You’ve actually convinced yourself you’re anything but a thug in fine clothes.”

      Arlon adjusted his collar. “They are fine, aren’t they?” The lord of Namdhor walked around the bed and came to stand with Vighon, by the window. “You need to understand how the world works now. There are no more bloodlines. The one who sits on the throne is simply the person who puts on the crown and calls themselves king.”

      “That will only make you a king by name,” Vighon pointed out. “You won’t have the blessing of the people, only their fear.”

      Arlon shrugged. “What more does a king need of his subjects?”

      Vighon could see that the conversation wasn’t going anywhere. “It won’t be long before you’re the king of a graveyard. Chances are the orcs will arrive and kill us all before Yelifer dies.”

      Arlon slapped a hand on his son’s shoulder. “But, what if they turned up and saw the Vighon Draqaro, hero of Grey Stone and slayer of orcs, standing before them?”

      The northman had no idea what his father was talking about, but he decided to humour him. “Oh, aye? Me and what army?”

      Arlon already had a sly grin waiting on his face. The lord of Namdhor made for the door, pausing only to wrap his knuckles against the lid of the chest.

      “Put this on and come and find out…”

      Vighon had several questions following that. However, Arlon had left the room before he even turned around. With great caution, he lifted the lid of the chest and peered inside.

      “Oh, no.” Vighon frowned and threw the lid back. “This has to be a joke…”
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      It took some time and even the help of a squire, but Vighon finally emerged from his room in full Namdhorian armour. His golden cloak flowed over the back of the shining armour, the black lion emblem printed in the very centre.

      The first detail he noted about the armour was its colour; unlike the soldiers’ he saw everywhere around the keep, it wasn’t white. It had been the squire who had informed him that the polished silver was that of a captain’s uniform.

      Vighon hadn’t been overly impressed. “It’s bloody heavy is what it is!” he had complained. “How do any of them fight in these things?”

      Now, doing his best to walk normally, the northman made his way down the arching halls of The Dragon Keep in search of his father and an explanation. More than one Gold Cloak gave him a suspicious side-eye.

      Only a few steps behind, an irritatingly close proximity, the squire continued to follow him in silence. Glancing over his shoulder at the young man, the squire responded with the look of a boy eager to please his father. It was annoying.

      Outside, in The Dragon Keep’s central courtyard, Arlon Draqaro was deep in discussion with a man in golden armour and a white cloak. The opposing colours certainly made him stand out against the Gold Cloaks in their white armour, but it was his fiery red beard and mane of hair that gave the man a truly unique appearance.

      Arlon caught sight of his son. “Ah, Captain Vighon!”

      The new title stumped the northman for a moment, and the tirade he had been going over in his mind escaped him.

      Clapping his hand on the older man’s gold pauldron, Arlon introduced him. “This is General Morkas, your commander.”

      Vighon stopped in front of the pair and scrutinised the general in disbelief. He had never even had a title, let alone have a superior from whom he was to take orders. The closest experience he had was his time in The Ironsworn, but even the gang had a hierarchy that required climbing.

      General Morkas was shaking his head. “I don’t doubt he can swing a sword, Lord Draqaro, but this won’t sit right with the men. This morning he was a nobody and now he’s to be their captain?”

      Arlon’s expression turned sour. “Nobody? His family name is Draqaro, General Morkas. He’s not some bastard that wears the cloak for coin.”

      Morkas’s bushy eyebrows came together in an apologetic frown. “I meant no offence, Lord—”

      Arlon raised a hand and silenced him. “You have assembled the necessary men to continue work on the mine?”

      Morkas hesitated, glancing at Vighon. “Aye, my Lord. Mages too. They believe they have the equipment and spells to open the doors…”

      “Then why are you still talking to me?” Arlon fired back. “Send them on their way before the orcs arrive and put us all on spikes. I will introduce Captain Vighon to his men,” he added.

      General Morkas bowed and shot Vighon one last look before taking his leave. It was clear the two of them weren’t going to become fast friends, not that Vighon wished for that. Right now, he just wanted to get out of the armour.

      “Arlon, why in all the hells am I wearing Namdhorian armour and being called captain?”

      His father turned an unimpressed eye on him. “Perhaps best if you don’t call me by my name or speak to me in that tone. You’re a captain in the Namdhorian army now and I am the lord of Namdhor. Such a lack of respect can come with a harsh punishment…”

      Vighon remembered well the punishments Arlon had doled out during his years in The Ironsworn. He had always liked the men to know that his son wasn’t given any special treatment. He also thought Vighon had been left to grow up soft under his mother’s care and that of the Galfreys.

      “I’m not the bloody captain of anything…” Vighon trailed off, distracted by the close proximity of the squire. “Why is he following me?”

      Arlon, whose gaze had wandered over the activities of the courtyard, paid the squire but a second of his time. “He’s following you because you are a captain of Namdhor now. Every captain has a squire.”

      Vighon’s head began to thump and he reached for the knotted ties on the underside of his vambrace. “I don’t want a squire and I’m not being a captain in anyone’s army…”

      Arlon placed a firm hand over his son’s, preventing him from untying the armour. “It’s this or a similar rank in The Ironsworn,” he said quietly. “Since you’re so concerned with the defence of this city, I thought a position among the Gold Cloaks would suit you better. And a captain, no less! Think of the good you can do with that title.”

      The northman pulled his hand away, leaving the vambrace secured to his forearm. “I do this and you tell me what’s inside that mine?”

      “As agreed,” Arlon replied. “But, I think you’ll agree, our immediate concern is the advancing orcs. With the bulk of the army marching through Dhenaheim to secure the mine, there are very few who remain to defend the city. And by few, I do mean the dregs…”

      The lord of Namdhor moved aside to reveal the twenty men in full armour, all of whom were either struggling to mount their horses or apply their armour. One man was inspecting his sword like he had never seen one before.

      “I know they don’t look like a lot,” Arlon continued, “and that’s because they’re not. There’s a reason they were left behind, though I believe some of them are fresh recruits. Still, I have no doubt the hero of Grey Stone can whip them into shape!”

      Vighon wondered how much they really needed to know what was inside that mine. “If you think Namdhor can be made safe by twenty men, even the best twenty fighters in all the realm, then you’ve lost your mind.”

      “There are a handful of other captains like yourself, all of which have a similar complement.” Arlon’s answer wasn’t nearly as reassuring as his tone was trying to suggest. “I don’t expect any of you to keep Namdhor safe,” he continued. “You just need to hold them back long enough—”

      “For what?” Vighon interjected. “For you to wield some all-powerful weapon that will wipe out an entire army of orcs?”

      Arlon wrapped a knuckle against Vighon’s armour. “There you go, you’re up to speed already.”

      The northman shook his head. “No, Arlon. Putting aside the fact that these twenty men can do nothing to hold back the orcs, there’s no weapon in the world that can wipe them out. The Crow has fooled you and now the people of Namdhor will pay the price.”

      “Let me worry about the big picture, Captain Vighon. You need only concern yourself with your lord’s wishes.” Arlon’s tone was threatening. “You will take command of these men. You will see to the city’s defence. And you will stand before the orcs. If a single one of those beasts enters my kingdom, it will be over your dead body…”

      There was the Arlon Draqaro that Vighon knew.

      “And when can I expect some answers regarding the—”

      Arlon whirled on his son, cutting him off. “When I decide to tell you!” he spat. Noticing the looks his outburst had gained, Arlon smoothed his black robes and composed himself. “You have always been a disappointment to me, Vighon. Your mother took you from me before I could mould you into a proper man. Do this now, and elevate yourself in my eyes, the eyes of your future king.”

      Vighon had a potential stream of expletive responses to that, chief among them his lack of desire to impress his father. What he did want to do, however, was make arrangements on behalf of the city’s defence. As a captain, he could do something to prepare them for the arrival of the orcs.

      One of his assigned men yelped as he cut his finger, failing at the simple task of sheathing his sword.

      Vighon dropped his head and sighed before catching sight of the squire in his peripheral vision. “Your parents didn’t name you squire, I suppose…”

      The young man stepped forward. “No, my lord. My name is Ruban.”

      Vighon was waving his hand before the squire had finished. “Don’t call me that; I’m not a lord and I’m not a knight. Just… Just call me Vighon.”

      Ruban bit his lip. “I cannot, my… I can’t call you that.”

      Vighon scratched his head and glanced away. “Right, right… I suppose you can’t. I’m sorry, this is all a little new to me.”

      Ruban looked around nervously. “You can’t apologise to me either...”

      Vighon pinched the bridge of his nose. “Call me Captain,” he instructed.

      “Of course, Captain Draqaro!” Ruban replied with fervour.

      That didn’t sound much better to Vighon, who had come to dislike his own name since returning to Namdhor.

      The northman took in the shambles that were his men and took a long breath. “Right then…”

      With Ruban in tow, Vighon crossed the courtyard and tried to make it look like he had worn armour before. He was convinced, however, that he appeared just as uncomfortable in armour as some of these men did wielding a sword.

      One of the men observed Vighon’s approach and barked, “Captain!”

      The others stumbled and hurried to form a line, leaving their horses behind. It wasn’t even a straight line. Vighon stood in front of them and looked every man up and down from one end to the other. The fresh recruits were easy to spot among those who had seen violence before. It was in the eyes.

      There was probably a correct way to address them, but Vighon didn’t have the time to learn. “Alright, listen up!” he began. “There’s maybe a hundred men wearing the lion sigil who now stand between the orcs and this city. Unfortunately, you lot are among them…”

      One of the more experienced soldiers cleared his throat and glanced nervously at the others. “Excuse me, Captain, but who are you?”

      There was no doubt that any other captain would have taken that as a slight and punished the soldier, but Vighon more than understood his confusion. With so few soldiers left in Namdhor, every captain would be well known. Why should they know who he was?

      Before Vighon could answer the fair question, a horse sidled up beside the northman bearing another captain, his own men behind him. “This is little lord Vighon!” the new captain proclaimed with mockery. “A vagabond yesterday, a captain today. No trials, no nothing. Just a hand out to daddy and the title is given.”

      Vighon looked up at the captain, exhausted with the whole affair already. He should have just kept his mouth shut and stayed at The Raucously Ruckus.

      “Being here,” he replied, “and sharing the same rank as you has nothing to do with my desires, I can assure you.”

      The mounted captain shot them all a look of exaggerated disrespect. “You hear that? He doesn’t even want to be here! I assumed the stories coming out of the Grey Stone lot were nothing but long tales. Now I know.”

      Vighon couldn’t help but feel this distraction was getting away from him. They had far more important things to be dealing with, but here he was, fantasising about burying a fellow soldier’s face in the mud.

      “Why don’t you get off your horse and see for yourself,” he threatened.

      The captain assumed an air of being above such things. “It seems the Skids have found a captain worthy of their name, boys!” His men laughed as if commanded to.

      Vighon’s eye roamed over his men whom the captain called the Skids. Judging by their sullen postures, the name wasn’t new to them.

      The captain turned his horse away from Vighon and addressed his men. “Mount up! While these idiots dig around in the muck, we’ve got a perimeter to keep safe! Jaspur, Pyke, you’re on scouting duty! Get as far out as you can!”

      With a lasting look of derision, the captain dug his heels into his horse and trotted out of the courtyard with his men following behind. They all had a look of experience that Vighon’s men were lacking.

      The northman noted the longing eyes, however, of the soldier who had asked him his name. Taking a closer look at the man, Vighon guessed him to be the veteran of the bunch. He clearly felt he didn’t belong among the Skids.

      Vighon squared his shoulders and tried to brush off the conflict that had interrupted him. “My name is Vighon Draqaro.” Behind him, Ruban cleared his throat. “Captain, apparently. Aye, my father is the lord of Namdhor but…” He wanted to tell them exactly how he felt about Arlon, but time was against him.

      “It’s complicated,” he decided. “Our job, on the other hand, is very simple. At least ten thousand orcs, probably more, are marching towards us right now. With the army being… elsewhere, it’s left to us to defend Namdhor.”

      “More like the whole world,” one of the men commented.

      “You’re not wrong,” Vighon went on. “Namdhor just became the last stronghold of man. If we don’t do everything we can to protect it, there will be nothing left of us to go on. Now, I do realise that my being here is unusual…” He didn’t miss the agreeing look from the veteran. “But,” he emphasised, “I have fought the orcs before, in Tregaran and Grey Stone. And, I know this city. I was born here.”

      Vighon felt that last fact was important for them to know, since they already knew of his lineage and could probably guess he had previous affiliations with The Ironsworn.

      “How can a hundred stand against ten thousand?” the veteran asked.

      “What’s your name?” Vighon enquired, determined to learn all of their names.

      “Garrett, son of Graynor,” the man replied confidently.

      “Well, Garrett, son of Graynor, to answer your question: they can’t. Even a thousand men would fall against the orcs in such numbers.” Though honest, he could see that his answer was not the most uplifting thing his men wanted to hear from their commanding officer.

      “That’s why we’re not going to face ten thousand orcs,” he continued, grabbing their full attention again. “In Grey Stone, their numbers counted for naught when forced to fight in the narrow streets.”

      Garrett, the group’s pessimist, pointed out, “Namdhor isn’t Grey Stone. The orcs would wash over the city like water on rock.”

      Undeterred, Vighon said, “We’ve been charged with making this city defensible, and that’s exactly what we’re going to do. Namdhor is raised above the ground, an advantage to us. Civil war wracked these lands for nearly two decades not long ago. Queen Yelifer had the city sectioned into tiers, did she not?”

      One of the other men nodded his head. “Aye, she did, Captain. My father was among those who dug out the holes, you know, for the spikes.”

      “Exactly!” Vighon pointed at the man. “Those holes are still built into the slope.”

      “Under a lot of snow and mud…” came a disheartened response.

      “Those spikes,” Vighon continued, “narrowed the main street. It would force any invader to attack through a straight line. If they spilled into the sections between the spikes, they would be inside a kill box, where they could be attacked from the alleys and rooftops.”

      Garrett was shaking his head. “We barely have the man power to put the wooden spikes in place, let alone attack each tier from all sides.”

      An idea sparked in Vighon’s mind. “Let me worry about the numbers. Your job is to get those spikes in place. Anyone in the city that knows how to chop down a tree and can hold an axe is to help you. Tell them their queen demands it.”

      The men nodded along, some more vigorously than others, but none made to move.

      “Now,” Vighon specified. “Go now. Every minute we waste is another minute the orcs advance.” At last, they finally made a scramble to see out their commander’s orders. “Garrett,” he called over.

      Garrett removed his helmet, which had only revealed his eyes and a strip of his nose and mouth. The soldier hadn’t seen too much action by the look of him, and he was maybe ten years older than Vighon, putting him in his forties.

      “Captain?”

      “How long have you served?” Vighon asked bluntly.

      Garrett glanced over his shoulder at the others. “Longer than some of these have been breathing… Sir.”

      The northman nodded along. “You fought in the civil war?”

      “Aye, for Queen Yelifer, Captain.”

      Vighon gestured to keep behind them. “Then, I would say you fought well. I can see, Garrett, that you have some reservations about being in this particular group.”

      “No, Captain,” Garrett quickly disagreed. “I will serve as General Morkas orders.”

      Vighon didn’t believe him, but time was still a factor. “As you say then. Given your experience, I want you take charge of placing the spikes in my absence.”

      Garrett’s brow pulled his eyebrows together. “You’re not accompanying us, Captain?”

      “No, I’ll meet up with you all tonight. Make sure you start digging in at the bottom of the city first and work your way up. When the men can lift nothing but a tankard, bring them to The Raucously Ruckus. Drinks are on me.”

      Despite Garrett’s lower ranking, he continued to question Vighon. “Where will you be, Captain? Most of these boys are fresh out of training, they need the guiding hand of their commander.”

      Vighon couldn’t see himself being that at all. “What they need is reinforcements.” The northman nodded towards the mounted soldiers, gesturing for Garrett to follow them.

      He could see that giving Garrett some of the authority he deserved as a seasoned soldier had got him nowhere. His captain or not, Vighon didn’t have time to coddle the man. It would only be days before the orcs arrived and, depending on the defences in place, they would either die within the first few minutes or the first few hours.

      Death, it seemed, was assured either way…

      Vighon turned to find his own horse when he noticed The Ironsworn thugs watching him from the ramparts above. “Enjoying the show?” he asked them pointedly.

      The thugs took their wicked grins and slunk away, their movements as unfettered as ever. Vighon had literally been surrounded by enemies who wanted to kill him before, but never had he felt so vulnerable as he did now, in the lion’s den.

      Clouded by his thoughts, he almost walked straight into Ruban. Seeing the young man so close added to the northman’s suspicions.

      “Lift your sleeves,” he commanded without explanation.

      Ruban was quick to replace his look of confusion with one of simple compliance. He lifted one sleeve after another and showed Vighon his bare arms.

      That satisfied the northman. “You’ve worked around the keep for a while now?”

      “I have, Captain,” Ruban replied with a smile.

      “You shouldn’t smile so much,” Vighon advised. “The end of the world is nigh; smiling makes you look simple.”

      Ruban lost his smile immediately. “Apologies, Captain. I am by no means simple—”

      “I’m sure you’re not,” Vighon interrupted. “You must observe a lot.” Ruban hesitated before nodding in agreement. “Why are they called the Skids?” he asked.

      Ruban didn’t look like he wanted to answer that question. “I heard, Captain, that the company was made from the most incompetent soldiers of each training group.”

      Vighon silently cursed his father. “What of Garrett? Many winters have passed since he was in training.”

      “I do not know, Captain. I’m sorry.”

      “What of that captain?” he probed further. “The irritating shit?”

      “Oh, that was Captain Flint.” Ruban lowered his voice. “He was apparently dissatisfied with being left behind when the army made for Dhenaheim.”

      “I can see why they did,” Vighon quipped. “If the army has gone beyond The Iron Valley, why in all the hells is General Morkas still in the city?”

      “I’ll tell you for why, lad,” came the much deeper voice of General Morkas himself. “Because I disagreed with sending the bulk of our forces to secure a cave in enemy territory. Lord Draqaro, you father, saw fit to replace me with one of his… trusted men, shall we say. Now, one of them leads my men through dwarven lands and by the grace of Queen Yelifer alone I have retained my title and authority here, among the dregs that were left behind.”

      Vighon had taken more than one step backwards, as General Morkas had advanced upon him with every word. The northman had a series of follow up questions and statements, but seeing the aggressive glint in Morkas’s eyes, he decided to keep them all to himself.

      With one look, the big man dismissed Ruban and came to stand only inches away from Vighon. “There used to be a time when wearing this armour really meant something. We stood for the crown. Now… Now, we’re all Ironsworn.” The general didn’t wait for a reply before disappearing into the keep.

      Vighon stood in the centre of the courtyard for a moment longer, wondering if he had become lost in the middle of something he should never have been in in the first place. His focus returned, however, when Ruban reappeared, this time guiding a horse by the reins.

      “This is yours, Captain,” he said, handing over the reins.

      Vighon inspected the chestnut horse and patted the side of its neck. “You’re no Ned, but you’ll do.” Seeing Ruban’s quizzical face, he asked, “Does she have a name?”

      The squire looked from Vighon to the horse and back. “I believe she is referred to as… horse.”

      The northman couldn’t ride a horse that didn’t have a name. For man and horse to work together, they had to know the other, and a name was always a good starting point.

      “Then you are to be called… Ness.” It felt right and he was sticking with it. “Do you have a horse of your own?” he asked Ruban.

      “No, Captain. The stables would grant me one with your permission.”

      “Then you have my permission. Get yourself a mount and be quick about it.” Vighon directed Ness to the main gates. “We’ve got an army to muster…”
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      Keeping the southern slope of the Vengoran mountains on their right, Inara and Athis soared beneath the ash clouds in search of Alastir and Valkor.

      Since leaving Namdhor, they had come across nothing but snow, rocks, and trees. For a while, the closer they drew, the stronger Athis’s connection became with Valkor. That connection, however, had disappeared a mile back.

      Inara knew of only three reasons why Valkor would cease communicating with them: the dragon simply didn’t want to talk to them, he was so occupied he couldn’t talk to them or… the last reason. Inara didn’t want to think about the last reason.

      She could still see Edrik and Aldreon dying in their fight against Malliath. The events of Paldora’s Fall seemed a lifetime ago now, but picturing Edrik’s neck breaking and Aldreon dropping out of the sky made it feel as if it was only yesterday.

      It was hard to imagine Alastir and Valkor falling in battle, but if Gideon and Ilargo could be beaten, as they had been in Lirian, then no Dragorn pairing was safe.

      Inara looked between Athis’s horns, to the mists that concealed the land ahead. Do you think Malliath is in there? The Dragorn tried to keep the fear out of the voice in her mind, but nothing could be hidden between their bond.

      The red dragon turned his head to see Inara with one of his blue eyes. He wasn’t among the invading horde that attacked Grey Stone, but it is possible. I imagine he is accompanying one of the orc armies, though whether that be the eastern or the western army remains to be seen.

      Inara thought about how big Malliath was. She had never seen a dragon of his size before but, then again, she had never been given cause to fear another dragon before. His ferocity was unbridled, his rage absolute. There was no reasoning with him, no understanding. Just death.

      I sense fear in you, wingless one, but it is not for yourself…

      Inara tried to sum her fears up into one cohesive reason. If Malliath threatens the lives of others, I know that we will place ourselves between them. When that happens…

      If we die protecting others, Athis finished, then we have performed our duty as Dragorn, and we will go into the next world together knowing peace.

      You’re romanticising what will be our gruesome deaths in the jaws of a bigger dragon, Inara said bluntly.

      The dragon audibly huffed out of his nostrils. Hopefully the realm won’t have run out of poets by the end of this war…

      Inara was glad for the banter between them. She would focus when she needed to, but approaching what could be their final moments together required a distraction.

      The Dragorn had a retort of her own and the words would have come forth if it wasn’t for Athis’s twitching jaw, a sign that he had heard something.

      What is it? Inara asked urgently. She shifted her weight to see over the edge of red scales.

      Ballista fire… Athis replied ominously. Hold on!

      The red dragon pierced the mist, cutting through it like a spear. The rushing wind filled Inara’s ears, preventing her from hearing anything.

      Then a black bolt whistled past her head without warning. Athis banked sharply to the left and avoided two more bolts that Inara could only assume were stray. There were no eyes capable of seeing through the mist.

      The dragon turned again, his wings’ bony protrusions scraping against the snow he flew so low. One mighty flap of his wings lifted them and the wall of mist fell away, revealing a valley of orcs.

      There was nothing that could hold back the sound of their roar, not when they numbered so many. They spotted Athis easily, his enormous red bulk impossible to miss emerging from the mist.

      Presented with a wall of the wicked beasts, Athis had nowhere to go but up. If he turned back into the mist, they would be hounded by volleys of explosive bolts.

      I have to get over them! the dragon informed her.

      Inara held on, bracing her entire body as Athis shot into the sky. It was only a second before the first salvo came their way, the deadly bolts accompanied by a cloud of arrows. It was no use, for the bolts had better acceleration and Athis had emerged from the mist too low to begin with.

      The dragon was forced to dip as the bolts arced through the sky from various angles. Inara heard dozens of arrows rebounding off his slate chest, but she felt the sting of others that found his wings and the edges of his scales.

      Athis was now corkscrewing in almost every direction but up. His efforts to keep them both alive were becoming taxing, as the dragon tried to use manoeuvres that wouldn’t see Inara fall from his back.

      I can’t get any higher! he warned. I can’t evade while climbing.

      Everything was a blur to Inara’s eyes. The black sky was replaced by a flash of snow-capped mountains before an ocean of orcs rushed over her head. All the while, deadly bolts tore through the air. One bounced off Athis’s horns and cut Inara’s cheek on its way past. Feeling the sting himself, the dragon growled and turned his wrath on the orcs.

      Give them something else to think about! Inara envisioned fire. Lots of fire.

      Athis dived down and spat fireball after fireball into the dense hordes below. Orc bodies flew into the air and black scorch marks scarred the white ground. The dragon levelled out for a second, but that was all he needed to line up another fireball with a group of mobile ballistas.

      Whatever it was that made their bolts so explosive, it reacted violently with dragon fire. The ballistas were launched into the air, along with those manning them and the six-legged monsters pulling them.

      Athis shot through the smoke and made for the cloudy mist that bridged the valley between the mountains and the trees. It wasn’t the perfect escape, but it would have to do.

      Stay low! The Dragorn suggested, hoping that the orcs would think to aim high inside the mist.

      What happened next was too chaotic and painful for Inara to make sense of. She heard what sounded like a ballista bolt careering off one of Athis’s claws, but it sounded only a second before an explosion jolted the dragon from underneath. Snow and rock were flung into the air and Athis took the brunt of it across his hardened chest.

      As the red dragon vanished behind the misty wall, Inara landed in the snow. It was a hard landing. The half-elf rolled, flipped, and tumbled for some time before finally coming to a stop on her back.

      Thanks to the constant groan that escaped her lips and the thumping in her head, Inara barely registered Athis crying out her name. The Dragorn slowly rolled over in the snow and looked up.

      The sight of a few thousand orcs descending on her was enough to rouse her senses.

      Inara! Athis yelled across their bond.

      She could feel the dragon circling inside the mist and heading back towards her. Seeing the ballistas breaking through the wall of distant orcs, Inara feared Athis was moments away from flying into an explosive bolt.

      “No!” she shouted out loud. “Wait! I’m entering the mist!”

      Scrambling to her feet, the Dragorn stumbled and limped through the snow. Her red cloak gave the orcs an easy target, however, and the arrows soon followed her in. One cut across her arm and another her thigh. Every wound elicited a roar from Athis, who was somewhere inside the white veil.

      It wasn’t long before the mist concealed her and the arrows darted through the air in wild directions. More than one ballista bolt landed in the ground and sent shockwaves of heat over Inara’s freezing skin.

      Can you find me? she asked blindly.

      I’m almost over you, Athis replied.

      No! Stay back, Athis. They’re firing everywhere and you’re not easy to miss. Let me cover more ground first.

      You’re injured, Athis pointed out. The orcs will pursue inside the mist and hunt you down if we give them time.

      Inara planned on ignoring the dragon’s wise words and continuing her hobble through the snow when a pair of hands reached out of the mist and dragged her to the ground. Arrows whistled overhead where she had just been standing and disappeared in the distance.

      “Alastir!” she hissed with relief.

      Alastir lay next to her in the snow, haggard and exhausted. His eyes darted from side to side, checking the mist for orc shadows. A bloodied finger rose to his lip and he beckoned her to follow him.

      Inara’s ankle felt larger than normal and it throbbed in her boot. Still, she was quicker to rise than Alastir, who fell back to his knees twice before she hooked an arm under his to support him.

      “This way,” he motioned.

      Inara had no idea where they were going; the mist and the fall were enough to disorientate her. The crunching snow under their feet was soon drowned out by the approaching orcs. Their numbers were vast and the width of their march was almost that of the mist itself. The sound of snarling monsters broke through it all, their rapid feet towing the ballistas.

      The Dragorn eventually found themselves at the edge of the mist, only they were not presented with an army of orcs, but the mountainous walls of Vengora. The snow turned to dark gravel and loose pebbles trickled down the rising slope.

      Inara looked to her left as her bearings returned. They had found each other in the mist and Alastir had directed them west, towards the mountains. But, the orcs were pushing through the mist, combing every inch of ground in search of their prey.

      “Get behind the rock!” Alastir dropped behind a protruding boulder and pulled Inara down with him.

      Not fifty-feet away, three orcs had separated from the bulk of the army to scout the edges of the mist. Inara dared to peek over the top of the rock and get a measure of what hunted them. All three were covered in black obsidian armour, a stark difference to their white skin. One had a bow and the other two wielded swords.

      Her hand slowly gripped the hilt on her belt.

      Alastir’s hand clamped down over hers, keeping the Vi’tari blade in its scabbard. He shook his head of shoulder-length blond hair, most of which was matted with blood. A crooked finger bade her follow him as he cautiously crawled away from the scouting orcs.

      Keeping low and weaving between the larger boulders, the pair finally made it to the sheer wall at the base of the mountain. The mist was thin here, too thin to hide their forms if they stood up. Alastir, however, had no intention of standing up.

      Inara frowned in confusion when the councillor stuck his fingers into the base of the rock wall. “What are you…” Her question trailed off as the lifting rock curved, producing a hole large enough for them to crawl through.

      Inara craned her neck and looked at the rock wall, seeing the truth of it now. Narrowing her eyes to focus through the mist, she made out the arching bones in Valkor’s brown wing. She reached out and ran a finger over the membrane that looked exactly like the rock that surrounded it.

      “Quickly,” Alastir urged from behind.

      Inara crawled under Valkor’s wing and discovered they were all inside a cave. They had to navigate around the dragon’s hulking body, as Valkor lay in the entrance, using his wing to conceal them. The smell of blood hit Inara like a wall.

      Ducking under Valkor’s neck, to reach the interior of the cave, his injuries became apparent on the other side. Inara put a hand to her mouth and looked from Valkor to Alastir.

      Both of them had four significant chunks missing from the left side of their ribs. Alastir slumped against the cave wall and slid down. He pulled his leather jacket over the wound and pressed hard to keep pressure on.

      Aware of everything she saw, Athis spoke into her mind alone. The orcs could follow the blood trail. I will divert them east.

      Be careful, Inara pleaded. Stay high, fireballs only.

      Alastir flicked his eyes towards the cave entrance. “It’s a good spell, isn’t it?”

      “The mist?” Inara clarified.

      “Ayana taught me,” he explained. “Not even Gideon can use magic like Master Glanduil…”

      Inara was very impressed. “You produced a spell that big while injured like this?”

      Valkor huffed and Alastir smiled through his pain. “Piece of cake for us masters,” he jested, his breathing heavy. “That’s the thing about nature spells; you only have to spark it, then nature takes over. No extra willpower is required to maintain it.”

      Inara crouched in front of him. “Hush now, Master. Your injuries are serious, for both of you. You need to rest.”

      Alastir licked his bottom lip. “Those damn ballistas,” he cursed. “I’ve never seen anything like them.”

      Inara lifted his hand away and pulled back his jacket to better see his wounds. “I’m not the best healer in the order, but my mother has been known to work miracles with her magic.”

      Alastir examined the bloody wounds himself. “Reyna Galfrey,” he said wistfully, as so many did when they thought about her mother. “She didn’t happen to give you an ounce of that magic, did she?”

      Inara took a breath and rubbed her palms together. “Just a touch…” she answered.

      Alastir flinched as Inara’s hand rested over one of his wounds. Valkor experienced the same pain but managed to remain still, keeping the illusion that his wing was a solid wall.

      A faint light emanated from between Inara’s fingers. It flared sporadically depending on her will, which was only affected by the strain of using such magic. Next to opening a portal, healing magic was considered the most strenuous. Inara believed it, feeling the sweat spreading across her brow.

      Alastir bit down on the hilt of a dagger he had removed from his belt. The process shouldn’t have hurt him, but the new tissue and muscle that grew from the old was pulling on the other wounds. When the gash filled up, Inara sat back, exhausted. She looked over her shoulder and saw the identical wound on Valkor had healed, though the scales were still missing. They would take time to grow back.

      “If I rest for a while, I can try and heal the others.”

      Alastir shook his head. “Your fatigue passes over to Athis. He’s still out there. Besides, you need to get ahead of the orcs and warn Namdhor. It appears Grey Stone and The Arid Lands aren’t enough for these beasts.”

      Revelation dawned on Inara. “You went to Grey Stone,” she stated. “Gideon… Master Thorn said he was sending help.”

      Alastir nodded. “He sent us. Alas, we were too late. When we reached Grey Stone, it was a tomb. I assumed you were leading them north so we flew to catch up. That’s when we found the orcs…”

      Inara hated to be the one to break it to Alastir. “After you left for Grey Stone, the orcs sacked Velia. It’s gone. They took the whole city.”

      Alastir was shaking his head. “Impossible. If the orcs attacked Velia after I left The Lifeless Isles they couldn’t have reached Grey Stone before we…” He looked at Valkor with horror in his eyes. “There are two armies. How many…”

      Inara could see him thinking about the number of orcs who now roamed the surface and agreed with his blank stare. It was hard to fathom.

      “They must have split their forces after leaving The Arid Lands,” Inara reasoned. “One side attacked Grey Stone and the other Velia.”

      “But how could they have taken Velia?” Alastir asked. “Gideon and the others would have been alerted immediately.”

      Inara had wondered about Velia’s defeat herself. “I don’t know. All the survivors from Lirian and Grey Stone have taken refuge in Namdhor. Since then, we have received no word from any Dragorn. We have been alone up there.”

      Alastir placed his hand over hers. “At least they have had you looking out for them.”

      A rogue tear threatened to escape down Inara’s cheek. “I have failed, Master. Orcs crept into the keep and assassinated King Weymund and King Jormund. Their families too…”

      Alastir squeezed her hand. “That is a great loss for the realm, but not every loss can be placed upon us Dragorn. Does Namdhor still stand?”

      “It stands, but the city is not without its own troubles.” Inara thought about the dying queen and the lord of Namdhor, both of whom had seen fit to discard their army when they needed it most.

      “No word from Gideon?” Alastir enquired.

      “None,” Inara said with some finality. “The orcs are advancing on Namdhor from the east and west and I’m the only Dragorn defending it, or at least I was.”

      “I left The Lifeless Isles with two others,” Alastir said. “They split away when we sighted several bands of orcs entering The Evermoore. There are Dragorn out there, Inara, but the orcs have divided our attention it seems. No one expected Grey Stone to be attacked, entrenched as it is. I should have brought more.”

      “No one foresaw this, Master,” Inara reassured. “I believe The Black Hand has been planning this victory for some time. I have discovered evidence that The Crow has been in Namdhor, some years before the invasion.”

      Alastir curled his lip at the necromancer’s name. “Those evil wizards have been plotting from the shadows for centuries.” A thought occurred to the Dragorn and he looked up. “You shouldn’t be here, Inara. If you are the only one in Namdhor, you must return.”

      Inara took in the injured sight of both man and dragon. “I cannot leave you here, not like this.”

      “We need time, Inara. Time Namdhor does not have. If the north is all that remains then Gideon and the others will come to your aid.”

      Inara looked away. She couldn’t be sure that Gideon was even alive. Velia had been destroyed by the orcs, something that could only have happened over her master’s dead body.

      “You are afraid,” Alastir observed.

      Inara met his emerald eyes and straightened her back, ready to rebuke such a claim.

      “There’s no shame in being afraid, Inara,” he continued. “We’re all afraid. How else would we find our courage?”

      More tears ran down her cheeks. “How can I stand between the orcs and Namdhor alone? Malliath…” Images of Edrik’s death flashed before her eyes again.

      “The weight on our shoulders is heavy.” Alastir winced with his last word. “We are the light that casts out the dark…” He chuckled to himself. “That’s the speech Gideon gave me after I bonded with Valkor. The truth of our order, the reality, is far bloodier. We stand in harm’s way because we are the only ones who can. If our enemies cross that line it’s because you laid everything down keeping them at bay.”

      “I don’t know if I can do that,” Inara replied honestly, her voice quiet.

      “None of us do - that’s our secret. There isn’t a Dragorn who knows what they’re capable of until the time comes. You haven’t been truly tested yet, but your time is coming, Inara Galfrey. A time when you might have to give it all to keep the darkness at bay. You will only know when the time comes…”

      Inara blinked hard in an effort to stop any tears from running free. The notion of sacrifice wasn’t foreign to the half-elf; she had thought about it several times since becoming a Dragorn. The reality was far less heroic and romantic now that the world was actually at war.

      Alastir removed his hand. “You won’t discover the depths of your courage sitting in this cave with us.”

      Inara wiped the corner of her eye. “I cannot leave you—”

      Alastir cut her off. “I’m ordering you to leave us. It sounds like the whole world is in Namdhor, which means that’s where the Dragorn need to be.”

      Inara hesitated, until the expectant glare of Valkor saw her rise to her feet. Her ankle was still sore, but it could take her weight.

      “I will come back for you, Master,” Inara promised.

      “Go, Inara,” Alastir urged. “To be clear,” he added as she turned to leave, “I’m ordering you to return to Namdhor. I am not ordering you to die for anyone. That choice belongs to every Dragorn…”

      Inara nodded her understanding, ashamed that she couldn’t give the answer to that choice already.
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      The first rays of the morning sun hit the blanket of white snow, blinding Doran Heavybelly. The valley was wide, however, and the Warhogs had no trouble continuing their trek.

      To their right, the most northern peaks of Vengora towered above them. On the other side lay Illian and the world of man. As strange as it was to accept for the dwarf, that was Doran’s home.

      Such daydreams had overtaken his mind on the journey east, away from Silvyr Hall. Being in Dhenaheim again, after so long, had awoken old memories and experiences for the son of Dorain. Some of them he could have done without…

      His current reverie was almost enough to steer the dwarf in the wrong direction. Doran pulled hard on the reins and bellowed at the Warhogs to stop.

      Upon the rise, set into Vengora, sat the entrance to the mountains. It was the same cave they had used to escape the pack of Gobbers and, therefore, would lead them back to the mine so many wished to prise open.

      Nathaniel’s head popped out of the tarpaulin. “Please tell me we’re there, Doran.”

      “Aye, we’re ’ere,” he replied, eyeing the cave above them.

      Petur Devron’s head poked out of the side and looked up the slope. “Well, what are we waiting for?”

      Doran stood up, cracking his knees as he did. “We climb the slope on foot,” he said, jumping down from the cart.

      Petur reassessed the rocky slope. “But, there’s a perfectly good rise over there. The pigs could easily—”

      “We’re goin’ on foot, lad!” Doran repeated. “The Warhogs ain’ comin’. We’ve still got Heavybelly hunters on our trail. I’m sendin’ the pigs on to The Iron Valley, straight east. Hopefully, Grarfath willin’, the snows will cover our tracks up the rise.”

      Nathaniel and Reyna climbed out of the cart in their furs. The elf focused her eyes on the valley ahead, taking in the breadth of the east.

      “Somewhere out there,” she said, “is Namdhor’s army.”

      Nathaniel joined her. “How Queen Yelifer thought any army of man could win a battle in this terrain is beyond me. The snow is thicker than Namdhor’s and the air as bracing as a bath of ice.”

      “I’m fairly certain it wasn’t Queen Yelifer’s idea to send them this way,” Reyna countered. “Lord Draqaro is likely the mind behind this brilliant strategy.”

      Doran retrieved his axe and sword from the back of the cart. “Those geniuses didn’ even think there would be a battle. They thought they could jus’ plonk an army outside the northern entrance an’ there’d be no bother.” The dwarf gave a sharp laugh. “Wait until the Brightbeards or me own kin show up in force. That army will run back to Yelifer with their tails between their legs!”

      Shivering within his fur blanket, Petur said, “Could we get inside now? Another minute out here and I’ll never see The All-Tower again.”

      Doran waved his hand. “Aye, well get climbin’ then.”

      A quick slap to one of the Warhog’s buttocks sent the animals trotting farther into the valley. While the others were concerned with looking east, searching for the Namdhorian army, the son of Dorain had concerns about what lay behind them. Before he set upon the rise, the dwarf narrowed his vision and scanned the land to the west.

      Nothing.

      There was no sign of any mounted Warhogs. That didn’t mean they weren’t out there, somewhere, following their trail. The Heavybellys couldn’t boast the best hunters in Dhenaheim, but following tracks left by the only cart in the entire valley wouldn’t be hard.

      The climb up to the cave entrance was far less dramatic than their previous climb down. The harsh weather had cleared any signs of the Gobbers and to Doran’s eyes, the cave appeared to be empty. For good measure, the dwarf placed a rough hand to the rock and felt for any vibrations.

      “A’right, let’s be gettin’ to it!” he declared, leading the way. “Say goodbye to the sun!”

      The darkness of Vengora was a comfort to Doran’s dwarven senses, but he could see the unease on his companions’ faces. Reyna cupped her hands and breathed life into a spell that birthed an orb of light. It floated above them and followed loyally as they travelled deeper into the mountains.

      They hadn’t walked particularly far when Doran caught the elf looking at him. “What are ye abou’?” he asked as politely as a dwarf could.

      Reyna didn’t answer straight away. Instead, she considered her words as if such things could harm a dwarf. “As we were escaping Silvyr Hall, you spoke of fears, fears that the mine wouldn’t be empty.”

      “O’ course I’m fearin’ that! If it ain’t empty, the clans will go to war with Namdhor, maybe all o’ Illian for it!”

      “Doran…” the elf pressed. “You wouldn’t happen to know exactly what’s inside that mine, would you?”

      The dwarf hooked his thumbs under the armpits of his armour and tugged it up, covering the scroll he had taken from the archives. “It could be anythin’ in there. That workshop hasn’ been active since The Great War. They were makin’ all kinds o’ weapons back then.”

      Reyna didn’t appear entirely convinced. “May I see the scroll you retrieved?”

      Doran waved the request away, his eyes fixed on the darkness ahead. “There’s no point, me Lady. It’s scribed in the oldest o’ me people’s words. Even I can only read every other word.”

      “Every other word?” Nathaniel echoed, his tone casting doubt on Doran’s plan. “Are you sure you know how to open these doors, Heavybelly?”

      “Bah! I know what I’m doin’. Now, will ye all shut yer traps while I figure out where in all the hells we are!”

      Doran licked a fingertip and held it out in front of him. He followed this up by crouching down and pressing his ear to the ground. A quick taste with the end of his tongue and he knew exactly where they were.

      “This way.” He set off down the tunnel on their right. “An’ keep quiet. Gobbers be abou’…”

      The four companions retraced the steps they had taken upon their escape, sticking to the halls carved out by the ancient dwarves. The natural caves and tunnels that led off from these were the perfect places for monsters to hide.

      Doran did his best to stay ahead of the light that floated above and keep his eyes trained on the dark corners. Gobbers were clumsy and uncoordinated beasts, but they knew how to lurk in the shadows, waiting to strike.

      Eventually, they traversed the length of the narrow hall that brought them back to the jagged hole in the wall, where the Dweller had fallen.

      There wasn’t much left of it now.

      The son of Dorain was careful to place his feet and hands on the monster’s exposed bones. Any wrong footing could see him fall through the rotting flesh that clung to the giant skeleton.

      Petur covered his mouth and nose. “That is quite the.. odour.”

      Doran’s head snapped around with a finger to his lips. With his companions’ eyes on him, the dwarf slowly looked up, directing them to the fifty Gobbers hanging from the ceiling. The scaly creatures were suspended by their claws, which had no problem embedding in the stone.

      Using his hands to imitate a person sleeping, Doran instructed the others to climb over the Dweller as quietly as they could. The last thing they wanted to do was wake up a pack of sleeping Gobbers. Reyna immediately dimmed the light being emitted from the floating orb.

      No one made a sound.

      Reyna was the first to make her way into the chamber. The elf’s movements were nimble and light; even the arrows in her quiver didn’t dare to make a sound. Once on firm footing, she cautiously removed an arrow and silently notched it in her bow.

      Doran motioned for Nathaniel to come next. The old Graycoat wasn’t nearly as agile as his wife, but the magic that kept him young also kept him fit. He placed one hand on the Dweller’s empty eye socket and hopped onto the long bone that had once served the monster as an arm. A quick shift in his weight made certain he didn’t land with any significant noise. Still, he did make some noise.

      The son of Dorain turned his gaze back to the sleeping Gobbers, one hand hovering over the hatchet hooked into his belt. A couple of the green monsters stirred, but all four of their limbs remained fixed to the ceiling. Doran held his sigh of relief when he realised there was still one more to come.

      Petur Devron’s gangly form stood on the other side of the broken wall. His dirty hands hugged his satchel and his eyes darted from the dead Dweller to the Gobbers and back.

      He was panicking.

      Doran waved his hand to get the scholar’s attention. He motioned with both hands to keep Petur calm and to slow his thoughts down.

      The dwarf mouthed, “Very slowly. Put one hand here, one there. Slowly.” He emphasised with dramatic hand gestures.

      Petur licked his lips repeatedly and examined the areas Doran had told him to place his hands and feet. He slung his satchel over his shoulder and hesitantly approached the carcass.

      Doran looked over his shoulder at the Galfreys and flicked his head towards the shattered doors on the other side of the chamber. If this went the way he feared it would, the Galfreys stood a better chance of surviving if they weren’t under the Gobbers.

      The pair began to slowly back out. Reyna kept her bow trained on the ceiling and Nathaniel gripped the hilt of his sword, ready to pull it free.

      Turning his attention back to Petur, Doran continued to motion the man to be slow and careful. At the point at which all four of his limbs were on various points across the Dweller, his left foot slipped and plunged into the rotten remains.

      He yelped…

      Doran took a step back and wrapped his fingers around the hatchet. His eyes scrutinised every Gobber, searching for the one that might have heard the scholar. It would only take one and the rest would follow.

      Beads of sweat ran into the dwarf’s bushy blond eyebrows. The Gobbers were motionless. He stole a glance at the Galfreys and saw that they were equally unsure about their chances of getting out of the chamber alive.

      Petur had taken the opportunity to remove his leg from the stinking soup and find firmer footing on the creature’s scapula.

      “Slow,” Doran mouthed.

      The scholar wobbled this way and that and his right foot caused the skeletal arm to creak. Doran froze all but his eyes, which roamed over the hanging Gobbers again. The dwarf swallowed in relief and commanded Petur to slowly continue his climb across.

      Once the scholar touched down on solid floor, Doran ushered him to catch up with the Galfreys. They left the nightmarish chamber as quietly as they could, watching out for any debris littering the stone.

      They made the rest of their journey in complete silence. Doran zig-zagged their route, taking them from pillar to pillar, using the corners for cover before moving off again. Gobbers and Dwellers were but two of many foul beasts that hunted in Vengora, and Doran didn’t want to meet any of them.

      The trek back to the sealed mine was slow and stressful, but the son of Dorain was thankful for the distance put between them and the sleeping pack of Gobbers.

      The dwarf stopped when he rounded the last corner. It was here that the Gobbers had swarmed over the Heavybellys and the Namdhorian soldiers. Now, it was a graveyard of strewn skeletons and ruined armour. There wasn’t a single bone that didn’t possess teeth marks.

      “They fought well,” Doran remarked, never wanting to speak ill of the dead.

      The companions trod carefully around the loose armour and skeletons until they found themselves standing in the antechamber before the stubborn doors.

      Doran looked on the ancient dwarven script with new eyes. Everyone else, on the other hand, was staring at him.

      “What happens next, Doran?” Nathaniel asked.

      The son of Dorain removed the stolen scroll from under his breastplate and unravelled it. He ensured the angle of the parchment was one that allowed only himself to see it.

      “Doran?” Reyna prompted. “How do we open the doors?”

      The dwarf glanced at the scroll again, his attention drawn to the image in the middle of it. “Well… It’s not what ye’d expect.” Now that he was standing before the doors, Doran couldn’t help but feel a little ridiculous at what needed to be done.

      Petur Devron looked upon the door with trepidation. “It doesn’t need a sacrifice, does it?”

      “Bah! What are ye on abou’, lad? O’ course there’s no sacrifice. It was sealed by an elf an’ a dwarf.” Doran turned to Reyna. “It can only be opened by an elf an’ a dwarf…”

      Reyna inspected the engraved glyphs for a second time, her curiosity reaching its peak. “We have to open it together? Of course!” she exclaimed, as if that simple fact had been staring them all in the face. “Whatever they made, they made it together. No elf or dwarf would want the other to be inside without them.”

      Doran nodded in agreement. “Aye, an’ the magic guardin’ it knows that. The spell was apparently very specific.”

      “Apparently?” Nathaniel clarified. “Does that scroll not detail the spell?”

      Doran stumbled over his response and rolled the scroll up again. “Not exactly, no…”

      Now, all three of his companions were drawing in on him.

      “What does that scroll say, Doran?” Reyna asked pointedly.

      The dwarf licked his lips and looked everywhere but at his friends. “The scroll jus’ says the doors were enchanted, it’s quite vague actually…” he lied, sure that what the scroll truly detailed was nothing more than a fairy tale written by a drunk or very bored dwarf.

      Nathaniel narrowed his eyes at Doran. “Then how do you know how we open them?”

      “A story” he replied, honestly. “A very old story. Me great grandfather used to tell it us when me an’ Dak were young.”

      “A story?” Reyna echoed in disbelief. “If this is all based on a story then why did you steal that scroll?”

      “The scroll jus’ jogged me memory is all.” Doran waved all the questions away. “Jus’ hear me out. Do ye happen to know The Red Knight’s Lament?”

      Reyna swallowed her next words, stumped by the unusual question. “It’s been a little while, but I have heard the song. They used to sing it a lot in—”

      “The Pick-Axe,” Doran finished. “Aye, well that’s a good thin’ because it’s probably the only tune we both know.”

      “Tune?” Petur mused. “Are you going to sing at the door?” he giggled.

      Doran gave the scholar a hard look.

      “We have to sing?” Reyna’s excitement was tinged with an edge of confusion.

      “Aye,” Doran drawled. “An elf’s idea if ever I heard one…”

      Nathaniel struggled to hide his grin. “I’ve heard Doran sing before. It sounds more like shouting.”

      “A’right, a’right!” The dwarf held up his hand, well aware of his inability to carry a tune.

      “Bad shouting,” Nathaniel specified.

      “A’right, Galfrey! Let’s jus’ get it done, eh?”

      Doran pushed past the old knight and joined Reyna in front of the double doors. He hadn’t been looking forward to this part.

      “Do ye know the tune, me Lady?” he asked.

      Reyna looked down at him, slightly bemused. “Yes. Do you?”

      “O’ course I do!” He gulped and fixed the doors with a wavering glare. “I think so,” he muttered under his breath.

      As one, they began to sing together. Then Doran’s voice broke and he coughed.

      “Are you alright?” Reyna enquired.

      Doran cleared his throat. “Aye. I jus’ went a little too high there. I’ll go low an’ ye go high, that’s probably best.”

      Again, the pair began to sing the first verse of The Red Knight’s Lament, an uplifting tune that would inevitably end on a sad note, much like the real ending of The Red Knight, five hundred years past.

      Before they could finish the first verse, Reyna sang the wrong words and the doors remained firmly closed. Doran informed her of the correct line and they started from the top. The experience wasn’t far off the bottom pit of hell that the dwarf had always imagined.

      Ignoring Nathaniel, Doran sang as well as he could, matching Reyna word for word.

      A loud crack boomed from the other side of the doors before they could move on to the second verse.

      Doran and Reyna took a step back and Nathaniel instinctively reached for his sword. There was no more ceremony to be had on the doors’ behalf. The stone slabs swung inwards, revealing the ancient weapons smith’s workshop.

      Petur Devron gawped at the chamber beyond. “I can’t believe that actually worked…”

      A flicker of a smile pulled at Doran’s cheeks. “Me neither. I always thought me great grandfather had a few holes in the head.”

      The four companions made their way inside, entering a chamber that had remained sealed for five thousand years. It was certainly a smith’s workshop, lined with varying sizes of hammers and tongs. Fire pots lay dotted on sturdy tables and a collection of anvils and vices, covered in cobwebs, were strewn with tools. A giant forge dominated the centre of the chamber, long abandoned to the cold.

      The four split up, examining different areas of the workshop. Doran couldn’t help but touch everything he passed. He wondered about the dwarves who had worked these tools, sweating into the night to forge weapons capable of decimating the orcs.

      Rounding the considerable forge, Doran’s eyes wandered over the rows of slitters and chisels, slowly making his way up to the square of hewn stone on the wall. The dwarf’s mouth fell open.

      “Doran?” Reyna navigated the anvil between them and joined him. “What is it?”

      The son of Dorain did his best to read the engraved glyphs that formed ten neat lines on the hewn stone. Not that it mattered; he understood the title word that sat above them. He unravelled the ancient scroll again and looked from the image drawn on the parchment to the engravings.

      “Moonblades…”
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      Can you hear me?

      Alijah heard the call from the abyss and he followed the sound. Every word, every syllable gave him hope, each a piece that would fill the empty void inside him.

      Over here… the voice beckoned.

      The rogue needed more. He needed to hear and feel more. The strands of his bond with Malliath grew with every passing moment and he craved it now. There was power behind that voice, unimaginable power that would see him free of his torment.

      Something slithered through the dark, catching the corner of his eye. The shining scales of a dragon’s tail wormed around the half-elf. He couldn’t see Malliath’s body yet, but he knew he was close.

      Follow me…

      Alijah turned in every direction, struggling to pin down the source of the voice. A full spin and he was suddenly standing in front of Asher, his every detail clear to see in the eerie darkness. The ranger stood perfectly still, yet there was something threatening about him.

      Malliath’s voice became a distant echo now, his words too far to discern. Alijah confronted Asher, the one forever standing between him and the dragon.

      “This is because of you!” he hurled. “You’re in the way!” Alijah advanced on him. “You were supposed to be dead! You should have stayed—”

      Asher reacted with sharp reflexes and flipped Alijah onto his back. The rogue looked up at the ranger’s passive face - there was no warning before he dropped down and landed a fist in Alijah’s face.

      The sudden attack woke Alijah with a start and he smacked his head on the wall behind him. He blinked hard and stretched his neck, reorienting to his cell. His breath blew out before him and ash continued to rain from the black clouds above. He was still in hell.

      Looking through the matted strands of his hair, Alijah found Asher on the edge of the shadows, where Malliath lay. The ranger’s hand moved and his fingers slowly wiggled, despite his statue-like form. For the first time he wasn’t watching the rogue. His eyes focused on the floor and his brow furrowed into concern.

      “Your bond strengthens,” came The Crow’s startling voice. The wizard wandered into Alijah’s eye line. How long had he been in the chamber?

      The rogue turned back to Asher, who had returned to his normal demeanour. The ranger showed no signs of distress and his blue eyes settled on Alijah once more.

      “Are you ready for today’s lesson?” The Crow asked, snatching his full attention.

      Before Alijah could answer, the wizard waved his wand over the manacles around the half-elf’s wrists, unlocking them.

      Coming down on his full weight was always hard on Alijah’s legs and he stumbled a step in a bid to regain his centre of gravity. He looked around nervously, waiting for the Reavers to appear with fresh prisoners or worse.

      “Today’s lesson is going to be a little different,” The Crow explained, seeing his mounting paranoia. “Follow me,” he instructed.

      Alijah watched the necromancer turn on his heel and leave through the only door. He didn’t know what to do. His instinct said run, never follow The Crow anywhere. He suspected, however, that pain would find him whatever he decided.

      “Come along!” The Crow called from the hall.

      Asher stepped out of the shadows, coming up behind Alijah. The rogue quickly put one foot in front of the other and worked to catch up with the wizard.

      It was a strange sensation to walk out of the cell rather than be dragged out. Any hesitation on his part was met with Asher’s imposing shadow. Stuck between the two, Alijah followed diligently. The occasional dark mage would pass them on their route and look at Alijah with curiosity, but none questioned their master.

      Travelling to the other side of The Bastion, Alijah soon realised where he was being led. The Crow entered his private study without looking back to see if he was still accompanied by the half-elf. Asher stood to the side of the door, in the hall, and closed it after the rogue passed through, leaving the two of them alone.

      “Before we move on,” The Crow said, gathering up sundries from his desk, “if you wish to attack me, now is your opportunity. We have much to do and there won’t be time for it later.”

      Alijah knew exactly what he wanted to do in that moment. He would grab the Leviathan’s tooth off the mantle and bring it down as hard as he could on The Crow’s head, cracking it like an egg.

      But, he didn’t.

      The rogue stood rooted to the spot, kept there by the pain that still lingered from his previous lessons. The necromancer knew many ways to make him suffer and he wouldn’t invite violence if he didn’t know he couldn’t come to harm.

      “Very good,” The Crow commented, glancing over his shoulder. “A wise king knows the power of inaction. To do nothing sometimes can be just as important as acting.”

      Alijah’s eyes darted from one side of the study to the other. “Is that today’s lesson?”

      The Crow ignored him and continued to busy himself by the table on the far side of the study. It was covered in alchemy equipment, jars of ingredients, and luminous liquids. Resting on a stand was a thick black book, its ancient pages opened to the middle.

      After making him wait a while longer, The Crow returned to the centre of the study with a wooden bowl in one hand and his wand in the other. The bowl was filled with green liquid, thick as any broth.

      “Drink this,” he commanded, holding the bowl out.

      Alijah looked at the disgusting liquid and his hands refused to take the bowl.

      Surprisingly, the wizard lifted the bowl to his own lips and took a mouthful. “It’s the foulest thing you’ll ever taste,” he promised, “but it won’t kill you.”

      Alijah still wasn’t convinced this wasn’t a trick. Would he swallow the liquid and discover it to be poison The Crow was immune to? Would he be in agony for hours, days even?

      Seeing no alternatives, the half-elf took the bowl in two hands and drank a mouthful. The wizard wasn’t wrong: it was the foulest thing he had ever tasted. It very quickly threatened to return on him.

      “Keep it down,” The Crow warned.

      Alijah made a concerted effort to breathe through his nose and ignore the acrid taste that burned his tongue. When the nausea passed, he sighed in relief and handed the bowl back to the necromancer.

      “Stay very still,” The Crow ordered.

      He brought up his wand and touched it to Alijah’s forehead, then to his own. He repeated the movement over and over, always connecting the tip of the wand with their heads. A quiet chant escaped his lips, but to Alijah’s ears his voice grew exponentially, a thundering boom inside his mind. He felt himself being drawn into The Crow and then expelled with every back and forth of the wand.

      The hypnotic effect continued for another moment until the wizard’s chanting became unbearable and Alijah had to shut his eyes.

      Then it stopped.

      The foul taste was gone from his mouth. The chanting had disappeared. The wand ceased its insistent tapping. Then, he heard the sound of feet passing by, followed by the general din of a city. His senses were filled with sounds and smells, and his skin could feel the warm breeze.

      The rogue opened his eyes to a world he didn’t recognise.

      He was standing in the middle of a busy street, surrounded by tall adjoining buildings and overlooked by a glorious blue sky. People were going about their lives, oblivious to the shabby and haggard young man staring at them all.

      Something was inexplicable about the people, the buildings too. Alijah knew the architecture was different to any in Illian and the clothes had a style he had never seen before.

      “You can’t put your finger on it, can you?” The Crow walked out of an alley attired in his usual dark robes and feathers. “You feel as if you should know where you are, but something isn’t right. The people perhaps? The buildings?”

      Alijah weaved between the oblivious people and made his way towards the wizard. “Where are we?” he asked urgently. “What is this?” he added, sure that what he saw was an illusion.

      “Where we are is quite significant,” The Crow replied cryptically. “Or at least it was, once upon a time. You’re standing in the middle of Ak-tor, the capital city of the world!”

      Alijah couldn’t believe what he was hearing but, then again, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing or smelling either. “Have we…” He could barely say the words. “Have we travelled through—”

      “Time?” The Crow finished in an amused tone. “Of course not. Magic is powerful but it doesn’t make one a god. Some things cannot be done. This has all been built from my memory. You’re inside my mind, Alijah.”

      The rogue couldn’t think of anywhere worse to be…

      “This is… ten thousand years ago?” the rogue clarified, his eyes moving over everything.

      “In my mind,” The Crow reiterated, striding out into the flow of people. “We’re just ghosts here.” Proving his point, a man and his young son walked straight through the wizard as if he wasn’t really there.

      Alijah held his arm out and allowed his hand to pass through a woman walking by. “It all feels so…”

      “Real?” The Crow inferred. “That’s because the memory is so fresh in my mind. Ten thousand years might have gone by but, from the moment that dagger stopped my heart to the moment The Black Hand brought me back, it felt like only a second.”

      Alijah’s eyes were drawn to the wizard’s chest, where his robe concealed the old scar. “You killed yourself,” he stated bluntly. “You left all of this behind so that you could, what? Change the world?”

      The Crow fell in behind the father and son, motioning for the rogue to follow them as well. “I didn’t meet death to change the world, Alijah. I did it to meet you, to instruct you, to forge you into something that will outshine all of this.” The wizard turned his head to the half-elf. “You are the one who is going to change the world…”

      Alijah still had no response to statements such as that. He continued to walk through the streets of Ak-tor in silence beside The Crow. They followed the man and his son diligently and the wizard gave no indication as to why. The question, however, was far from his mind, occupied as he was observing the people of The First Kingdom.

      One such person, an old man, stood behind a market stall outside a shop that apparently sold toys. What caught Alijah’s eye was the blatant display of magic. The old man waved his hands over the toys on the stall and they sprang to life; little toy soldiers marching up and down, a wooden dragon flying above.

      After noting the old man, the rogue soon discovered that almost everyone around them was using magic. A woman stepped out of her house and assessed the white walls with a critical eye. Deciding she wasn’t happy, the woman placed her hand to the brick and it instantly changed to blue.

      Turning a corner, a pair of brooms moved by themselves down the street, collecting all the debris. Alijah was so focused on the flying brooms that he nearly missed the carriage coming towards them. The father and son stood to the side and the rogue instinctively did the same. It took him a moment longer than it should have to realise the carriage wasn’t being pulled by any horses, or any animal for that matter.

      Turning on the spot, Alijah saw some use of magic everywhere he looked. And no one was using a wand or a staff.

      “This is impossible,” he pointed out. “They’re humans. They can’t use magic like this.”

      The Crow continued to trace the steps of the father and son, his wand in hand. “Yes, I imagine this all looks like something of a fantasy. In the only world you’ve known, humans require wands or staffs with a core of Demetrium as a conduit to control magic. The same laws of magic applied here as well, only they had a more elegant solution to carrying around a piece of wood.”

      “What do they use?” Alijah asked, his hunger for knowledge finally awakening.

      “Some of them actually did use wands,” The Crow replied casually. “Though, it was more of a fashion statement back then, mostly for the priests and high-borns; something they could brandish in front of others, I suppose.” Regarding the Ak-torians around them, he continued, “These people didn’t use anything. The finest fibres of Demetrium are sewn into their clothing.”

      Alijah began to pay extra attention to everyone’s attire. He could see nothing exceptional about their materials, but he did notice that the father and son were wearing rags in comparison.

      “Incredible…” the rogue let slip, witnessing an ordinary man levitating a heavy barrel through a doorway.

      “Incredible for some,” the necromancer said with some emotion. “Demetrium is far rarer in Illian compared to Erador. King Atilan had it mined and exported from there to here: an expensive process. Only those that lived inside the walls could afford it and, as you can see, it changed their lives.”

      “What about those who couldn’t afford it?” Alijah asked.

      The Crow gestured to the father and son. “They did what they had to to survive in a kingdom that didn’t care for them.”

      With The Crow’s final word, they followed the father and son around the corner and out of the shadow of the tall buildings. The city opened up into a courtyard of gardens that surrounded a looming white tower.

      Alijah craned his neck to sight the very top. “Does King Atilan live in there?” He had only dreamed of the palace Atilan had called home, though in no dream had he imagined it to be a simple white tower.

      “No,” The Crow answered. “This is The Citadel, home of The Echoes and their priests.”

      Following the father and son a little farther, they joined a queue that saw them met by a priest of the Echoes. Alijah couldn’t believe his ears when the man sold his son for coin. He wanted to reach out and stop the fool, urging him to keep his child safe. But this had already happened. He was ten thousand years too late to be of any help.

      The young boy cried as his father walked away, never once looking back. A lump formed in Alijah’s throat as he watched the boy being dragged towards The Citadel.

      “That was you, wasn’t it?”

      The Crow stared at the boy, his expression unreadable. “That was Sarkas, son of a drunk. That little boy soon forgot who his parents were. The Echoes broke him. Out of his pain and suffering I arose. I did the monstrous things he could never do, just as I will for you.”

      The necromancer clawed at the air with one hand and ripped their surroundings away, reducing the courtyard and the tower to mist. It was disorientating, but Alijah soon found his bearings again, only now he was high above the ground, standing on a balcony. Looking over the edge, he deduced the tower was that of The Citadel.

      “Quite the view from up here, isn’t it?” The Crow stepped to his side and joined him in gazing at the vista.

      Ak-tor was sprawled beneath them in a pattern of interlocking circles, each section walled off with archways between. Beyond the edge of the city was a different city altogether. A shambles of roughly erected huts and shabby buildings spread across the fields.

      Rising up, in the west, was a fortress-like palace that glistened in the sun. Its walls were patterned with gold and the spires sparkled like diamonds.

      “That was where King Atilan lived,” The Crow confirmed. He turned to the shanty town outside the city walls. “That’s where I grew up, beyond the touch of magic.”

      Alijah couldn’t help but see the irony in The First Kingdom’s only living survivor being a person who grew up without magic. Considering the very tower he was now standing in, the rogue didn’t like to think what had been done to Sarkas to make him so twisted, let alone powerful.

      “Where is this?” Alijah asked, searching the mountain line in the distance.

      “We’re on the northern edge of what is now The Evermoore forest. Some of this is The White Vale, south of Namdhor.”

      Alijah thought back on his geography. “I’ve crossed The White Vale before,” he said. “I’ve been around The Evermoore too. I didn’t see anything like this…”

      “Ten thousand years is a long time,” The Crow replied. “The First War, between Atilan and the Dragon Riders, ended with Ak-tor being razed to the ground. Over the years, it was swallowed up by the earth, grown over by a wild forest, and forgotten by all.”

      Ragged breathing and the sound of scratching pulled at Alijah’s attention, turning him away from the vista of Ak-tor. The room behind them was dark, a stark comparison to the sunshine and white walls of The Citadel.

      In the middle of the room, a gruesome scene had played out. A woman lay dead on the floor, her bare stomach covered in blood. Alijah stepped into the room and felt the cold liquid seep between his toes. There was little he could do about it; the blood was everywhere. Crouched beside the dead woman was a young man, his attention wholly on the parchment laid out in front of him. He was scribing furiously.

      “This particular incident required a few spells to clean up,” The Crow remarked. “I didn’t have long before my master was said to return. This was his room.”

      Alijah looked from the necromancer to the scribing young man. “That’s you?”

      “Oh, yes. This moment shaped more lives than you know.” The Crow eyed the parchment and left Alijah to examine it over young Sarkas’s shoulder.

      Reading anything in the ancient language was hard, but the rogue knew well what words were being scribed. In fact, he recognised the entire parchment.

      “This… This is the Echoes of Fate. This is the prophecy…”

      The Crow nodded along. “This is the prophecy that drove The War for the Realm. King Elym, your grandfather, wanted to invade Illian over these words. Even the mighty Valanis took its words seriously.”

      Alijah crouched by the young man. “You really did scribe the Echoes of Fate.” He looked over the dead woman and the frantic Sarkas before turning to The Crow. “Why? Why do any of this?”

      “Had those words never been written, had I not left them where Nalana, your great aunt, would find them, your grandfather would never have schemed to invade Illian. He openly disregarded the prophecy but, in his heart, he believed it to be true.”

      Alijah shook his head. “You scribed the Echoes of Fate so the elves would go to war with man? That didn’t happen. My mother brokered peace and my grandmother took control of Elandril. This just caused a lot of needless deaths!” he insisted.

      The Crow looked back at the half-elf with eyes that spoke of great sorrow. “Yes, many died because of what happened here. But it had to be done, they had to die, and everything had to happen exactly as I saw it.”

      Alijah stood up. “Why?” he demanded.

      “If King Elym had not planned to invade Illian, your mother would never have been sent to scout the kingdoms of men. She would never have met Nathaniel Galfrey. You would never have been born…”

      Alijah stumbled backwards as a crushing weight descended on his conscience, a revelation he simply couldn’t fathom. “You… You did this…” He turned away, convinced he was going to be sick.

      “Yes,” The Crow said proudly. “I created the Echoes of Fate to ensure one thing and one thing only.” He held his arms out to the rogue. “And here you are.”

      “No,” Alijah said firmly, refusing to hear it. “You couldn’t have… You didn’t do this for…” He couldn’t say the words. “It’s not possible!”

      The Crow looked down at the parchment. “I know, it’s a lot to take in. With only a few words on a scroll I brought you into being ten thousand years later. Whoever said the small things don’t matter has never seen a flame spark a wildfire.”

      Alijah froze, his sight fixed on the dead woman and the blood. How much had been spilled over the centuries to ensure his birth? How many deaths? He couldn’t be that significant, he just couldn’t. There wasn’t any one person whose life warranted the death of so many.

      Yet, here he was, being told by someone who had seen the future that he would be the greatest king who ever lived.

      He shook his head in disbelief. It was too much. It couldn’t be true. This was just another lie, another manipulation. He was, after all, still in the spider’s web, trapped in The Bastion.

      “Today’s lesson, then.” The Crow walked around the projection of his younger self. “Truth. Truth is not what you want it to be. It is what it is. You must bend to its power or live a lie.”

      Alijah moved erratically around the room, searching for a way out, to be anywhere but under The Crow’s gaze.

      “Will you live a lie, I wonder? Or will you accept the truth and be who you were meant to be? Great events have unfolded, wars have been waged, lives have been lost, all so you could—”

      “STOP!” Alijah yelled until he was red in the face and he began to cry. “Just stop, please. This can’t be real…”

      “But it is,” the wizard purred. “Not long after this, I scribed the prophecy you found in the cave. It’s meaningless really. I burned most of it to keep certain people in the dark. Still, you found your way to Paldora’s Fall. Soon, the Dragorn will take from it what they need and events will continue to unfold. The question is, Alijah: will you be ready when your time comes?”

      Alijah blinked tears out of his eyes. When he focused again, the chamber was gone and The Citadel with it. He was standing in front of The Crow in his personal study, both returned to The Bastion. His body felt heavy again and his aches and pains returned with vigour.

      “Today’s lesson will take some time to come to grips with,” The Crow said. “The Reavers will help with this…”

      Alijah turned around to find a pair of undead Arakesh waiting inside the room for him. His instinct was to run but they grabbed him by the arms and shoved him towards the door.

      Tonight, the truth would hurt…
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      Vighon stood impatiently in the freezing cold, snow up to his ankles and ice clinging to the hair on his face. The Grey Stone soldier standing opposite him, however, had bare arms and appeared right at home. Ruban too, beside Vighon, appeared comfortable in the northern elements.

      The northman began to wonder if he had spent too long in the lusher parts of the world where it was warmer. He stared longingly at the fire pit that flickered between the hanging strands of material in the hut’s doorway.

      A voice finally called out from inside the hut and the Grey Stone guard swept the strands aside, inviting Vighon and Ruban in. He thanked the man with a nod of the head and he entered the comforting warmth.

      The hut was smaller than the room he had shared with Russell and Galanör in The Raucously Ruckus, but five men of Grey Stone still managed to fit inside and appear at ease. Vighon recognised the man seated on the other side of the fire pit and bowed his head in respect.

      Thedomir Longshadow was now the highest-ranking soldier in what remained of Grey Stone’s army. The few lords who had escaped the orcs deferred to Thedomir’s counsel, though Vighon suspected that came from his command of the soldiers rather than any kind of respect. The new general was in the company of his promoted comrades, those he trusted more than anyone else.

      “Forgive our hesitation,” Thedomir apologised. “Many of our men have told of your courage during the siege of our home, but you have not come to us this day as Vighon Draqaro.” The man gestured to the northman’s armour. “You stand before us, it seems, as a Namdhorian captain.”

      Vighon was beginning to despise his new attire more and more. “The armour is… Well, it’s complicated. I haven’t come to you as a Namdhorian or on behalf of Queen Yelifer—”

      “What of Lord Draqaro?” the general interjected. “Have you come on his behalf?”

      Vighon couldn’t escape his heritage, just as Arlon couldn’t escape his reputation. “I’m here on behalf of everyone,” he replied honestly. “Everyone who wants to live at least.”

      Thedomir leaned on his knees and wagged a finger at Vighon. “You want my men,” he stated.

      “I need your men, General,” Vighon corrected. “This city is all we have left. If we don’t defend it the light of man will die under a black sky, under the heel of the orc.”

      Thedomir and the others were visibly irritated by the mere mention of the pale beasts. Aside from losing their friends in the invasion, they had lost their homes and any place they could call their own.

      “You would have me put what remains of my people between the orcs and the Namdhorians? Why should I do this, Captain? It isn’t my foolishness that has sent Namdhor’s army into the mountains.”

      “I couldn’t ask you to put the lives of your men in peril, but I could ask for your help in making the city defensible.” Vighon hoped the distinction he had made was clear for the men of Grey Stone.

      Thedomir scratched his blond goatee. “You want us lifting logs and erecting walls, do you?”

      Vighon had a lot more than that in mind. “When the orcs get here, it will be everyone below the city that suffers first. It’s a mess out here. Namdhor, however, has seen war before. It’s on a massive slope that works to a defender’s advantage.”

      “I have eyes, northman,” Thedomir scoffed. “We are from Grey Stone, a city so defensible it was said it could never be taken. You were there to see it fall. Why should Namdhor be any different?”

      “Grey Stone fell because no one saw the orcs coming,” Vighon insisted. “They attacked your city from below ground, something they cannot do to a city on a slope. We will see them coming this time, but we must be ready for them.”

      “I agree,” Thedomir happily admitted. “So, why isn’t your queen recalling her army and making ready for the biggest battle the north has ever seen?”

      Vighon wished he had all the answers to that riddle himself. “She’s not my… Listen, we need to forget who is wearing what crowns right now. You have the men and now,” the northman put a finger to his armoured breast, “so do I. That means we can do something.”

      Thedomir sat back and gazed into the fire. “King Jormund was a great leader,” he began, recalling their assassinated monarch. “He used to say, if a man could do the right thing, then he should do the right thing.”

      Vighon let the flicker of a smile creep up his cheek.

      “Unfortunately, northman,” Thedomir continued, banishing any such smile from Vighon’s face, “I think the right thing to do is rally my people and take them far away from Namdhor, before the orcs arrive.”

      Vighon lost any hint of a smile. “There’s nowhere to go, General. The entire world has been pushed north by the orcs. They have claimed everything below The Evermoore.”

      “Like you said,” Thedomir countered, “they are coming for Namdhor. We could slip away in any direction and search for a new life elsewhere.”

      The northman could see he was losing this battle, but Namdhor couldn’t afford for him to lose now. “Where would you go?” he asked. “The orcs came from south of Syla’s Gate, the dwarves rule everything above Vengora and what lies between will soon belong to the orcs if we don’t push them back. You would take your people and call yourself king? But, what would you be the king of? If we don’t fight now, there’s no place left for man in all of Verda.”

      Thedomir considered Vighon’s response and glanced at each of his captains. “If we stay here, what are we? We have received no invitation from Queen Yelifer. Neither have the Lirians or those from The Arid Lands. Northerners don’t like anyone but northerners.”

      Vighon could sympathise with the general’s point of view. “I understand your position,” he said. “If you stay, who are you fighting for? Where do you stand when the dust settles? There’s a harsh truth coming to this world, General Thedomir.”

      Thedomir cocked an eyebrow. “And what’s that, Vighon Draqaro?”

      “Rayden, Weymund, Tauren and the council of Tregaran… King Jormund. They’re all gone. The kingdoms are shattered and we’re all huddled around one fire now. Very soon, Arlon Draqaro will assume the crown of Namdhor and with it the world.”

      “That’s if there’s still a world to rule over,” Thedomir argued.

      “We will beat the orcs,” Vighon promised. “And when the war is over, you’ll either be nomads or part of the only kingdom that still stands.”

      “Careful, boy. That almost sounds like a threat…”

      “No threat,” Vighon assured. “Fight now and help me to make something of this kingdom. Or leave, and you can teach the next generation what it means to live under orcish rule.”

      Thedomir looked at his men again, all of whom appeared to be contemplating Vighon’s words. He had made a good argument for their cause, but the men of Grey Stone were renowned for their stubbornness.

      Seeing how close he was, the northman pressed, “We’re still living like there are lines on a map. The orcs got rid of those. Now, we’re one people, just as we were a thousand years ago. If we keep living like we’re not all fighting for the same thing then the orcs will win.”

      Thedomir sighed and ran a hand through his scraggy blond hair. “Your way with words is akin to your father’s.”

      Vighon hated being compared to his father. “The lord of Namdhor’s tongue is somewhat more forked than my own.”

      Thedomir silently chuckled to himself. “Your opinion of Arlon Draqaro only strengthens our trust.” The general turned to each of his captains and had a conversation with only their eyes. “I have five hundred men throughout the camp that are loyal to me. But, many lack swords, shields, decent armour.”

      A great sense of relief swelled within Vighon. “I’m not asking you to engage the orcs. I just need help getting the city ready for—”

      Thedomir held up his hand, silencing Vighon. “We fight,” he stated. “But you were wrong about one thing, northman. We’re not all fighting for the same thing. Some will fight for their people, others the love of fighting itself. I will fight to make sure my children have somewhere safe to grow up, somewhere with walls.”

      Vighon could respect that. “You fight for what you love and you know your men. Having you by my side will be an honour.”

      Thedomir raised his chin and scrutinised Vighon from head to toe. “The hero of Grey Stone some call you. You are the lord of Namdhor’s son. A friend to the mighty Dragorn. And now, you are a captain of Namdhor. You have many faces, Vighon Draqaro. Tell me this: what do you fight for?”

      A sense of unease fell over Vighon and he wondered if his answer would determine the strength of this new allegiance. He also felt that to answer dishonestly would be disrespectful.

      “I have fought for many things,” he began. “I have fought to survive, to see another day. I have fought for the love of fighting itself.” Vighon recalled his time battling The Black Hand beside Alijah. “I have fought to protect my friends. I fight now… because there are orcs that need killing.”

      Thedomir grinned and stamped his foot into the ground. “If you weren’t born in this shit of a city you could have called yourself a man of Grey Stone. I will rally my men. Give me a day, northman, and I will rally any fighters of Lirian and The Arid Lands too.”

      That was more than Vighon could have hoped for. “Thank you, General Thedomir. You will find us preparing the city’s defences when you are ready.”
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      Riding back to the base of the city was an arduous task of navigating the sprawling camp of refugees. Vighon had felt his squire’s eyes on him the whole way.

      “Stop looking at me like that. If you have something to say, say it.”

      Ruban stuttered. “My apologies, Captain. It’s just that… That was very impressive.”

      Vighon frowned at the young man over his shoulder. “What was impressive?”

      “Convincing General Thedomir, Captain. This morning Namdhor had a hundred men defending it. Now, it has six hundred!”

      “That impresses you, does it?” Vighon asked. “Can you count, Ruban?”

      “Of course, Captain. Any decent squire must be educated if they are to aid their—”

      “Then tell me what the difference is between six hundred men and ten thousand orcs.”

      The squire didn’t bother to do the sum. “I see, Captain.”

      “Do you?” Vighon continued. “You’ll see the difference when the day comes. Thedomir will stand on my right, and you will stand on my left.”

      “Captain?” Ruban sounded on the edge of terrified now.

      “This isn’t like the wars you’ve read about,” Vighon replied. “If you can hold a sword you’re in this fight.” He turned to look at the squire. “Ten fingers, good arms, a pair of working eyes in your head… You can fight.”

      Vighon turned back to the road ahead with a wicked smirk on his face. He wasn’t lying about putting a sword in Ruban’s hand, but he certainly wouldn’t put him on the front line.

      When they finally reached the rise of the city, Vighon handed over his reins to Ruban and joined his company. All twenty of them were digging through the mud, searching for purchase for the pointed logs. They weren’t alone. Garrett, Vighon’s lieutenant, had roused several men from various backgrounds to begin digging on the other side of the slope.

      “We’ve got more logs being brought in as we speak,” Garrett said, covered in sweat and mud.

      “Good work,” Vighon praised. “We’ve got more hands coming to our aid as well. We’ll make more progress tomorrow.”

      The northman ordered Ruban to help remove his gold cloak and armour. He didn’t hesitate to pick up a shovel and muck in beside his men. They followed him because of his rank, something they felt he hadn’t earned, but he needed them to follow him because they believed in him. So he shovelled.

      They worked the ground for hours, digging holes and planting the sharpened logs at an angle. They would be too high to climb and lethal to any mount that tried to jump over. When he witnessed more than three men flagging, Vighon called it a night, commanding everyone to make their way to The Raucously Ruckus. Buying them all a drink, with Galanör’s coin, would endear him to them and getting to the bottom of Garrett’s position in the company would grant Vighon some wisdom.

      Bartholomew, the tavern owner, wasn’t too happy about the twenty muddy men sitting in his bar and drinking like there was no tomorrow, but he was happy about the coins in his purse. Galanör could not say the same thing.

      “I’ll pay you back, I promise,” Vighon said, taking a seat in the ranger’s booth.

      “I’m sure you can,” Galanör replied, eyeing Vighon’s attire. “Now that you have a soldier’s wage.”

      “A captain’s wage actually,” he corrected. “Mind you, something tells me I won’t live long enough to receive my first payment.”

      “How did this happen?” Russell Maybury asked beside Galanör.

      “Arlon’s doing,” Vighon explained before taking a gulp of ale.

      “In return for answers?” the elf assumed.

      Vighon nodded. “Again, something tells me I won’t live long enough to get any. He’s put me in charge of the city’s defence and he wants me on the front line.”

      “It sounds like your father wants you dead,” Russell opined.

      The thought had crossed Vighon’s mind. “He thinks he’ll have this weapon in his hands before it comes to that.” The northman swallowed another gulp. “Where did Inara go? She’s caused quite the stir in the keep.”

      Galanör glanced at Russell. “She had to leave for the south.”

      Vighon frowned. “The south? She had to leave for the south? Now?”

      “Athis heard another dragon in distress,” Galanör said. “There’s a chance that the orcs possess more than one army.”

      Vighon nearly choked on his ale. “What?”

      “We don’t know for certain, but there might be a second army journeying north from Grey Stone.”

      Vighon sat back and let his shoulders slump. Their chances of survival were next to nothing now.

      “You will not fight alone,” Galanör consoled. “If you are to stand before the orcs, I will be by your side.”

      “So will I,” Russell added.

      Vighon knew he should have at least appeared grateful for their offer, but two more fighters, even exceptional ones, would add nothing to their pitiful force. They needed an army…

      A chorus of laughter drew their attention to the merriment in the tavern.

      “These are your men, then?” Galanör looked over them all.

      “Aye, good men, all of them. Not as experienced as I would have liked for my first command, but good men…”

      At that moment, the tavern door opened and Captain Flint walked in with a handful of his own company. Vighon could see just by the look on his face that the captain had come looking for a fight.

      “Another friend of yours?” the elf asked sceptically.

      “Not exactly,” Vighon sighed. He stood up from the booth and addressed the man from across the room. “Captain Flint, won’t you join us all for a drink? It’s been a long—”

      “Save your swill, Captain Draqaro,” Flint cut in. “I just wanted to see what Skids do when they aren’t playing soldier.”

      The men averted their eyes rather than shoot the brash captain a scolding look. Vighon noted Garrett among them, ashamed more than insulted. Apparently, the northman hadn’t done enough to earn his respect yet.

      Vighon planted his tankard back on the table, now sharing Flint’s urge to fight. “If we weren’t in the fight for our lives, I’d break some things that prevented you from lifting so much as a butter knife.”

      “Vighon…” Russell said his name with a tone of warning. The old werewolf had seen the northman in bar fights before and knew well it never ended favourably for the other man.

      “As it is,” Vighon continued before Flint could rage against his retort, “we are in a fight for our lives. So, I guess today’s your lucky day.”

      “You insolent little…” Captain Flint gripped the hilt of his sword and started for Vighon.

      Hob, one of Vighon’s men stood up where he had been seated, halting Flint in his tracks. Then Rowley stood up at another table and Flint’s men backed their captain up, each gripping their sword. Owyn stood up next, followed by Tolim and Efran. Within seconds, Vighon’s entire company was standing between him and Flint, unmoving.

      Garrett remained in his seat, eyes down.

      Captain Flint gave Vighon a hard look, but he knew when he had been beaten. Without another word, he strode out of the tavern with his men in tow.

      The northman nodded his head in appreciation and the company fell back into their merriment.

      “Skids?” Galanör questioned.

      “It’s a name that doesn’t seem to be going away,” he replied exasperated.

      A commotion suddenly broke out, heard through the window beside their booth. All three companions peered out to see people running up and down the slope, pointing at the sky.

      Vighon didn’t know whether he was to panic or be elated. If something was coming from the sky, it could be friend or foe in these dark days.

      “Look alive, fellas!” Vighon held out his hand and Ruban threw his sheathed sword to him.

      Along with others, the Skids ran out into the main street and searched the sky for threat or ally. It was Galanör’s eyes that spotted the dragon first.

      “It’s Ilargo!” he yelled in relief.

      Vighon narrowed his eyes and watched the green dragon approach the city from the south-east. His eyes couldn’t make out the green of Ilargo’s scales yet, but he didn’t doubt the elf’s sight. Obviously, the dragon would be accompanied by Gideon Thorn, but Vighon thought about someone else.

      “Alijah…” he whispered with hope.

      It wasn’t long before Ilargo flew over their heads, his majesty clear for all to see.

      “He’s heading for the keep!” someone shouted.

      Vighon faced his company. “This one’s an ally, boys. Get back to your drinks and sleep well. Tomorrow we start the real work.” The northman turned to Russell Maybury and discreetly said, “Keep an eye on them for me. Make sure they don’t drink the tavern dry. I need them all on their feet in the morning…” The werewolf nodded his head obligingly.

      Struggling with armour over his shoulder and under his arms, Ruban trudged through the snow and ash with Ness’s reins in his free hand.

      “Keep the armour,” Vighon said. “Give me the horse.”

      “But, Captain,” Ruban protested, “if you’re going to The Dragon Keep you have to be in full dress.”

      Vighon blinked slowly, eager to catch up with Galanör, who had already started his trek up the slope. “Give me the cloak then. I don’t have time for the armour, it takes bloody ages getting it all on.”

      Vighon wasted no more time and charged up the slope, coming alongside Galanör. The elf practically floated up onto the back of Ness and fell into place behind the northman.

      By the time they reached The Dragon Keep, there was no sign of Ilargo, having already relieved himself of any who accompanied him. Vighon hoped that both Gideon and Alijah were waiting inside the keep for him.

      Entering The Dragon Keep, however, was somewhat harder than normal. A lot of refugees had taken to the gates in an effort to plead for better housing and protection. Vighon heard many cry out about people becoming sick in the ash-filled air. Others complained that the enormous cathedrals dedicated to the gods were only allowing a few people to stay inside.

      The tide was held back by an Ironsworn thug and a line of Gold Cloaks. Spotting Vighon, or at least his cloak, they pushed out and made a path for Ness to ride through. The mob took advantage of the opening gates and swelled forward, overwhelming the guards until the inner courtyard became overrun.

      Vighon and Galanör hopped down from the horse as more guards made their way down from the ramparts and inside the keep. It was chaos, with mothers carrying their children and fathers grabbing the Gold Cloaks, pleading for somewhere warm to put their families.

      One particular man, elderly by his crown of white hair, stepped in front of Vighon. He had no one in tow and carried a set of books under one arm and a satchel over his shoulder. Whoever the learned man was, Vighon didn’t have time for him right now.

      “Clear them out!” bellowed one of The Ironsworn. The guards began immediately to push the individuals back, forcing them through the gate.

      The old man in front of Vighon had a lost and worried look about him. “Excuse me,” he said, putting a hand out to halt Vighon.

      The northman didn’t agree with the severe manhandling everyone was receiving, but he didn’t have time to deal with any of it. “I’m sorry, sir, I have to—”

      “I don’t mean to trouble you,” the old man croaked. “It’s been quite the journey getting here and the message we received appears to have been delivered late…”

      Vighon had no idea what the man was babbling about. “I’m very sorry, but I—”

      “I’m here to see the queen,” the old man persisted, looking to The Dragon Keep.

      That stumped Vighon. “The queen?” he echoed.

      “Yes, Queen Yelifer sent for me.”

      This was all starting to sound a bit ridiculous now. “Queen Yelifer sent for you?” he asked, doubting the man in a sea of refugees.

      “Some time ago, it seems. I’m from The All-Tower, in Palios. I’m something of a specialist you see.”

      “Is that right?” Vighon was searching for a way around the man.

      “Dwarves are my interest!” the scholar declared. “Oh, forgive me, my name is Petur Devron.”

      Vighon groaned under his breath. “Well met, Petur Devron. But, I’m afraid the queen is no longer in need of scholars from The All-Tower.” The Namdhorian captain gripped the man by the shoulders and moved past him. “If you can swing a sword, however, come and find me again!”

      Petur Devron stumbled over his reply, though his words were lost in the din when a Gold Cloak ushered him back to the gate, his journey, apparently, for naught…
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      Doran could feel Reyna’s sceptical gaze scrutinising him and the wall of glyphs. The dwarf couldn’t blame her; he could barely believe what he had said himself.

      “Moonblades?” the elf repeated with no lack of disbelief in her tone.

      “Aye… Moonblades.”

      Nathaniel and Petur came over to see what the fuss was about. The old knight looked from Doran to the wall of glyphs before settling his eyes on his wife.

      “You’ve found something?” he asked.

      Petur squinted at the dwarven script. “What’s this then?”

      Doran licked his lips and pointed at the title word. “Moonblades,” he repeated simply, still in shock.

      “Moonblades?” Nathaniel looked at Reyna for an explanation.

      “Aye,” Doran said with a little chortle, “Moonblades…”

      “Alright,” Nathaniel held up his hands, “someone is going to have to stop saying Moonblades and actually explain what this is.”

      Reyna shook her head. “You’re talking about legends, myths even. I heard about them in bedtime stories as a child.”

      “Ye an’ me both,” Doran admitted, still confident.

      He turned away from the wall and took in the entire workshop, breathing in the stale air as if it was somehow enlightening. He pulled out the scroll he had been hiding and examined the drawing of the fine scimitar in the middle of the parchment.

      “We’re standin’ in history,” the son of Dorain began, his arms held out. “This ain’ jus’ a workshop or a mine where me kin built weapons o’ war. This is where they made the weapons o’ the Dragorn, the elven Dragorn!”

      Nathaniel was somewhere between awe and confusion. “This is where they forged Vi’tari blades?”

      “Eventually,” Doran explained with a shrug. “Vi’tari weapons were second generation—”

      “And made by the elves,” Reyna interjected.

      Doran bobbed his head. “Aye, work o’ the elves they were. But they were first conceived in this very chamber!”

      Petur eyed the dwarven engravings. “If Vi’tari blades originated here, what are Moonblades?”

      Doran recalled his great grandfather’s tales, as well as a few pieces of actual recorded history. “When The Great War between the alliance an’ the orcs broke out, it was widely accepted, if irritatingly so, that the Dragorn were the alliance’s greatest assets. To ensure victory, before those foul beasts took over the whole damn world, it was decided that they should also wield the greatest of weapons.”

      “And they do,” Reyna added. “Elandril, the first elven Dragorn, was gifted Mournblade.”

      “Gideon’s sword?” Nathaniel checked.

      “The very same,” Reyna replied.

      “Aye,” Doran agreed, “but the Vi’tari blades were made because the alliance had forbidden the forgin’ o’ Moonblades. Don’ get me wrong,” the dwarf held his hands up, “there ain’ no greater weapon out there than a Vi’tari, but they pale in comparison to Moonblades.”

      Petur ran his fingers over the lowest row of dwarven glyphs. “Why would they forbid the forging of any weapon in a time of war?”

      The son of Dorain looked from Reyna to the scholar. “Because o’ the nature o’ Moonblades, lad. The key difference between any other weapon an’ a Moonblade is magic.”

      Nathaniel folded his arms. “Vi’tari blades are enchanted, Doran. That’s why they’re so powerful.”

      “Exactly!” Doran held up a finger. “They’re enchanted. That’s all ye can do with a piece o’ steel or any weapon for that matter. A Moonblade is made o’ magic!”

      Reyna was shaking her head before the dwarf finished. “They are nothing but tales of caution, Doran. It was a time when every weapon you could imagine was being made. They were thinking ahead, to a time of peace. Moonblades,” the elf said, gesturing to the wall, “are our ancestors’ way of saying be careful; the weapons you make in war will still be there when the war is over.”

      Doran scoffed. “Ye think that’s what that says?” he asked, pointing at the glyphs.

      “Where better to put a warning than a weapon smith’s workshop?” Reyna countered. “Can you translate it and tell me they say otherwise?”

      Doran opened his mouth and closed it again. Then he opened it again and closed it. The son of Dorain looked hard at the glyphs but he could only decipher a handful of the ancient runes. Those that he could translate, however, sounded to him like instructions rather than any cautionary tale.

      Before he could respond to that fact, Nathaniel posed, “Let’s just say, for now, that they’re not mythical or some kind of warning. Why would the alliance forbid the forging of a weapon because it was made of magic?”

      “’Ave ye ever seen pure magic, lad?” Doran shot back. “I’m talkin’ abou’ raw magic that ye can touch and hold.”

      Nathaniel glanced at his wife. “I’ve seen magic be used - powerful magic,” he emphasised.

      “Not like this,” Doran continued. “Moonblades are forged from the magic o’ an elf an’ the masterworks o’ a dwarf. The blade is magic through an’ through. Nothin’ could stand against it, not even other magic!”

      Nathaniel wasn’t satisfied. “That sounds like a weapon worth making. So, why would the alliance forbid it?” he asked again.

      Doran didn’t answer straight away and an eerie quiet settled over the chamber. He knew the reason, after all, it just wasn’t a pleasant one.

      “Because,” Reyna said, “the elf always dies…”

      Nathaniel’s eyebrows ran up into his head. “They die? Making a sword?”

      “They’re just stories,” Reyna reiterated.

      Doran was having none of it. “Me great grandfather said that only a handful o’ blades were ever attempted, on account o’ the deaths,” he added. “No single sword was ever forged before the elf was… Well, I suppose they were drained o’ their magic.”

      The old knight gestured to the dwarven tools. “I take it Moonblades can’t be made without elves?”

      “Afraid not,” Doran replied. “It’s their magic, ye see. No bein’ in all o’ Verda is more in tune with that world than an elf. An’ no bein’ in all o’ Verda can forge like a dwarf. Both were needed.”

      “They’re stories.” Reyna was beginning to sound bored of the topic.

      “Haven’t we seen enough to believe anything can be true?” Nathaniel asked his wife.

      Reyna clearly wanted to argue that fact, but her husband wasn’t wrong. “True enough,” she conceded. “But, considering the circumstances, I would rather they remain myths. The Namdhorians wouldn’t know what they possessed, but the dwarves would. They would march on Illian for it.”

      Now, there was something Doran could agree with. “Aye, that they would. King Uthrad would kill everyone that came between ’im an’ even a sliver o’ that weaponry.”

      “Moonblade…” Petur rolled the word around in his mouth. “They don’t sound very powerful.”

      Doran thumbed at Reyna. “Blame the elves for that. They named ’em.”

      Nathaniel stepped away from the wall of glyphs and wandered around the various pieces of equipment. “Real or not, there’s nothing on these walls that isn’t made of rusted steel. Neither kingdom, man nor dwarf, could make any use out of it. I would call this a win!”

      Reyna inspected the glyphs again. “When you put it like that…”

      Doran knew as well as any dwarf that they had a nature for hiding things, especially treasure. “We should probably give this place a proper lookin’ over before we go suin’ for peace between the two. If the legends are true, they still forged part o’ a sword, a part that King Uthrad would still kill for.”

      The four split up and began their search, checking and double-checking every nook and cranny of the smith’s workshop. Doran advised them to feel under every flat surface for any hidden switches or levers.

      “Pull on some o’ the tools that are hangin’ on the walls too,” he added. The dwarf had seen more than one hidden room in Grimwhal, all belonging to his father.

      “When we discover the absence of Moonblades,” Reyna addressed from across the chamber, “we will have to find a way of proving the mine’s worth, or lack thereof, to the Namdhorians. Queen Yelifer or Lord Draqaro - or whoever it is making decisions in that city - will have to pull the army back.”

      Nathaniel’s voice sounded strained as he doubled over to check under a table. “Well, it’s either pull them back or go to war against a superior army over nothing but rusty weapons.”

      Doran picked up the curved blade of an axe without any handle. “Aye, I’m sure there’d be a lot o’ mothers an’ wives not too happy to know their sons an’ husbands were dyin’ for the likes o’ this.”

      After further searching, Doran and Reyna met beside the circular forge in the centre of the room.

      “Doran…” the elf began delicately. “Was your great grandfather as old as he sounds?”

      The son of Dorain let his mouth fall open. “Are ye suggestion’ that me father’s father’s father was without his mind?” Doran kept the truth of that question to himself.

      Reyna shrugged as if to soften her words. “I’m only suggesting that we both heard the same legends, yet you appear to have heard them as facts while I heard them as stories. I’m certain that neither of the people who told us about Moonblades were actually alive during The Great War.”

      “Bah! For a race with such long memories ye aren’ half daft!” Seeing some offence on the elf’s face, Doran mimicked her shrug. “I’m jus’ sayin’, ye great elders didn’ even know that Atilan were a human instead o’ a god. I don’ think we can go along with any more elven stories without doin’ a bit o’ fact checkin’ first…”

      Reyna simply looked down at the dwarf with her hands on her hips.

      Doran licked the whiskers of his moustache. “Too soon?”

      The elven ambassador straightened up. “Is it too soon to bring up that the god my people worshipped for thousands of years turned out to be the most evil human being that ever lived? Or is it too soon to bring up the fact that he created us, a failed experiment, in his ambition to achieve immortality?”

      Doran could see that he had hit a nerve and was well aware that whatever he said next would be typically dwarven and typically unhelpful.

      Thankfully, Nathaniel appeared between the two. “I think we’re all a little tired and hungry,” he said softly, his hand slipping around Reyna’s arm. “Why don’t we finish—”

      “It’s been thirty years,” Doran said over him, “since we all learned the truth o’ the gods. Well, yer gods that is.”

      Reyna stiffened up, held her tongue, and turned on the spot to walk away.

      Doran looked at Nathaniel’s defeated demeanour. “What did I say wrong?”

      The old knight kept his tone quiet. “It’s not so much what you said; it’s the fact that you’re using it against her.”

      Doran made an O with his mouth. “I see…” The dwarf regretted his choice of argument now. He loved the elf dearly and would never want to see her hurt, especially by himself.

      The son of Dorain nodded at Nathaniel and walked past him to follow after Reyna. The elf was busy pulling off tools that hung on the wall, apparently oblivious to Doran.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, me Lady. I meant no offence. I realise that Atilan an’ his lot are somethin’ o’ a sensitive subject for yer people. We dwarves can be blunt an’ short-sighted lumps o’ rock, ye know. An’ ye’re probably right abou’ the Moonblades. I jus’ got excited is all…”

      Reyna ceased her removal of tools and turned to face the dwarf. “No, some of the fault lies with me. You are right; three decades have gone by since we learned the truth. I have come to terms with the lie, as well as the unbelievable truth of our origins. Nathaniel wasn’t wrong, we are tired and hungry. I can honestly say that elves were not made for mountain life.”

      Doran smiled. “Even I have become accustomed to life under the stars, me Lady. I must admit, I am lookin’ forward to gettin’ back to Illian an’ out from under the rock.”

      Reyna mirrored his smile before it faltered. “Where is Petur?” she asked, her eyes scanning the chamber.

      Doran looked about, his view obscured by the large forge in the middle. “Knowin’ that dolt, he’s probably only gone an’ got ’imself lost in a chamber with one bloody door…”

      “I’m over here,” Petur called from the other side of the forge.

      It was subtle, but Doran detected something different about his voice. Judging by her haste, so too did Reyna. The pair rounded the ancient forge and discovered a distressing sight.

      Nathaniel was slowly floating in the air, his expression agonised, as if he was drowning on air. Reyna gasped and Doran rushed over beside her. Then, they saw Petur.

      He was aiming a wand at Nathaniel.

      “Petur?” Reyna sounded just as confused as Doran looked.

      The scholar walked around Nathaniel, his wand now by his side. Doran looked the man up and down, seeing something other than the gangly moron that had accompanied them thus far. His movements were smooth, calculated. His expression was cold, absent of its usual mania. His eyes were sharp and focused, free of their erratic nature.

      This was not Petur Devron…

      “I am aware of your magical prowess, Ambassador, but if your fingers so much as twitch, your husband will never be freed of this spell and, I assure you, if I do not release him from it, death is certain. And painful.” Even his voice was different, commanding and confident.

      “What are ye abou’?” Doran demanded furiously.

      “Why are you doing this, Petur?” Reyna added, her attention flitting between her agonised husband and the man holding the wand.

      “Petur…” The man tasted his name. “I would say I’ve played quite the fool, but it would be a better description to say I’ve played you for fools.”

      Doran dropped a hand onto his belted hatchet. “Start talkin’ boy or—”

      “What, dwarf?” the man finished. “Are you going to throw your little axe at me? Nathaniel here would be left to suffer for hours, beyond your aid, before dying in front of your eyes.”

      Using a more tactful tone, Reyna asked, “Who are you?”

      “My name is Killian Torvaris,” he said boldly. “But, it matters little. The only name that truly means anything is Kaliban.”

      Doran’s face crumpled as his mind dredged that name up. “Kaliban?” he echoed.

      Reyna’s face, by comparison, had a touch of revelation to it. “The Black Hand,” she uttered.

      Killian offered an arrogant smirk. “Your familiarity with my order will save us all some time.”

      Doran remembered. “Oh, ye’re one o’ them magic nutters that likes messin’ with the dead.”

      The dark mage’s top lip curled. “We worship the one true god: Kaliban! There is no greater work to be done in this realm than His!”

      Doran spat on the floor at the mage’s feet. “Bah! Ye’re jus’ a bunch o’ necromancers! Nothin’ more!”

      “Take a care, son of Dorain.” Killian pointed the tip of his wand at Nathaniel’s floating body. “The process can be sped up at my leisure. Now, to make things simple; you should accept me as your master for the time being. Do as I say and the princess gets her husband back. Continue to blaspheme,” he added ominously, “and he will not be returned in one piece.”

      Reyna held her hands out to calm the pair, her emerald eyes focused on Killian. “Why the deception, Killian? What business does The Black Hand have in all of this?”

      “The Black Hand has been shaping the realm for centuries, Ambassador. A push here, a word there… We have seen to the rise and fall of entire kingdoms. Now, at last, The Lord Crow, as was promised, has returned to show us the way, Kaliban’s way.”

      Doran tutted. “Is there a point to all this ramblin’, lad? Or should we expect jus’ as many words out o’ yer trap as yer alter ego?”

      Killian’s reply was action more than words. The response was slow, but Nathaniel’s pained expression began to worsen, yet his voice was never heard.

      “Stop!” Reyna yelled at the mage, her husband’s pain unbearable. “Doran, stop,” she added pleadingly.

      Shocked and horrified at his friend’s pain, Doran nodded solemnly and silently vowed to tone his attitude down. He didn’t want to be the cause of any more pain for Nathaniel.

      Killian continued, “This will go a lot smoother, and pain free, if we all play nicely.”

      Reyna blinked her tears away and composed herself. “What do you want?” she asked.

      Killian Torvaris looked to their right, directing everyone’s attention to the wall of engravings. “You two are going to forge a Moonblade,” he said simply.

      Both dwarf and elf stared at the dark mage as if he had lost his mind.

      “Did ye not hear a word we said?” Doran was being as diplomatic as a dwarf could be. “We don’ even know if Moonblades are real! We can’ jus’ make one because ye tell us to!”

      With his free hand, Killian removed a bound scroll from his satchel and threw it to Reyna. “Moonblades are very real, Doran, son of Dorain. And you will forge one.”

      Reyna broke the seal on the scroll and unravelled it. Her elven eyes scanned every inch of it before looking up at the wall of engravings.

      “What is it?” Doran asked, too small to see the scroll in her hands.

      The elf held the parchment out for him to see. “It’s a translation of the engravings,” she answered, bewildered.

      Doran could see that the top of the page had the glyphs scrawled out just as they were on the wall. The bottom half of the page had the word for word translation. They were forging instructions.

      “Where did ye get this?” the dwarf challenged.

      “From The Lord Crow, of course. He sees all.”

      Reyna looked from the wall to the scroll to Killian. “These engravings haven’t been seen for five thousand years,” she pointed out. “How could your Lord Crow know this?”

      Killian grinned arrogantly. “The almighty Kaliban pierces all shadow and darkness. Nothing lies beyond His sight.”

      Reyna lifted an eyebrow. “You’re suggesting The Lord Crow can see through the mountain?”

      “The mountain?” Killian mocked. “The Lord Crow has been blessed with The Sight. Kaliban has given him the power to see all that is to come. You can’t hope to beat that kind of power.”

      “He can see the future?” Reyna questioned.

      “He can see more than you,” Killian replied. “That is all that matters. Even now, you are blind to the world beyond these mountains. You have no idea what’s happened to Illian in your absence.”

      Doran didn’t like the sound of that. “What are ye talkin’ abou’?”

      “While we’ve been running around Dhenaheim, Illian has fallen into ruin. The orcs have returned and ravaged it with war.”

      Doran’s eyes flashed with anger. “Ye’re lyin’!” he accused.

      Killian slowly shook his head. “I was there when The Lord Crow liberated them from their Under Realm, in The Undying Mountains. I saw him unite their barbaric tribes under one king. Their plans for Illian were vicious.”

      Reyna’s eyes were glassy. “You must be wrong,” she insisted. “There were only a few orcs. Gideon and Inara went to investigate them…”

      Killian responded with a wicked grin. “I’m afraid the orcs will have been waiting for them. I too am saddened to have missed it all,” he confessed, if for the wrong reasons. “Still, we all have our parts to play. You should be honoured that Kaliban has such use of you all.”

      The dwarf wondered if Lirian was still standing and if Russell was still alive. Then, he decided, the mage was likely lying to them.

      “Why should we believe a word that rolls off o’ that forked tongue o’ yers? Ye’ve done nothin’ but deceive us an’ now ye threaten us!”

      “I might have missed the start of the war, son of Dorain, but my master has never missed anything. The translation of those glyphs is proof enough. He has already seen to the details. Why do you think you’re here? It was my master who told the Namdhorians that this place even existed. He told them where to dig and he knew exactly how long it would take.” The mage looked specifically at Reyna, his tone serious. “Because he has seen it. He said that when we arrived, at this moment, only Namdhor would still be standing.”

      Reyna looked physically hurt. “That would mean thousands of people are…”

      “Dead,” Killian concluded. “Yes, I’m afraid this war is very real. It’s the only reason we are here. Your choices are simple: forge the Moonblade or Nathaniel Galfrey dies.”

      Doran clenched his fist. “If we forge one o’ them blades Reyna will die!” he countered.

      Killian imitated a sympathetic expression. “Your place, dwarf, is to wield the hammer, nothing more. The choice is Reyna’s alone. Forge the Moonblade or watch your husband die a slow and painful death.”

      “Why?” Reyna asked. “What’s to stop you from killing Doran and Nathaniel after the blade is forged?”

      Killian nodded along. “Yes, The Lord Crow said you would argue that point. You will forge the blade, without delay and without protest. The reason for your compliance is quite simple.”

      Doran doubted it. “Enlighten us, Torvaris.”

      “Because events are constantly in motion, a cascade of decisions and actions. Your decision to obey my commands and your actions in forging a Moonblade will set the next event in motion.”

      Reyna turned a suspicious eye on the mage. “And what event would that be?”

      Killian had the air of victory about him. “You’re going to help save the world, of course…”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            32

          

          

      

    

    








            When the Dragon Met the Snake

          

        

      

    

    
      Gideon Thorn stood before the empty throne of The Dragon Keep and wondered, with some irritation, why he was talking to the lord of Namdhor.

      “Where is Queen Yelifer?” the Master Dragorn asked tersely.

      Lord Draqaro glanced at the hideous skull in which the throne resided. “I’m afraid Queen Yelifer isn’t very well at this time. A passing sickness to be sure, but, in her stead, I will be seeing to Namdhor’s needs.”

      There wasn’t one thing Gideon liked about the man. All his life, the Master Dragorn had considered himself a good judge of character and, right now, his gut told him this man was not to be trusted.

      A minor commotion among the gathered lords and knights turned Gideon to a pair of familiar faces in the surrounding crowd. Seeing Galanör, his oldest friend, was a great relief and gave him hope that Inara had also survived the battle at Grey Stone. The man standing next to the elf reminded Gideon why the lord of Namdhor’s name sounded so familiar.

      Attired in dark leathers and, curiously, a golden cloak of Namdhor, Vighon Draqaro stared back at Gideon with anticipation. It was clear to see that both wished to speak with him urgently, but their restraint spoke of a need for privacy.

      Seeing Vighon brought Alijah to the surface, distracting Gideon for a moment. The guilt he felt threatened to open a pit inside of him.

      The lord of Namdhor cleared his throat. “Master Thorn?” he said in an expectant tone.

      If the man had asked him a question, Gideon didn’t care to hear it again. “If you are seeing to this city’s needs, Lord Draqaro, why is your army miles from here?”

      Interestingly, the lord of Namdhor glanced at Galanör and Vighon before returning his attention to the Master Dragorn. “We live under threat of war from the dwarves of Dhenaheim, Master Thorn. The brave men of Namdhor have journeyed north to deliver a message to those that dwell under the mountains: Vengora belongs to us.”

      Gideon was rapidly losing any patience he had. “Messages do not usually require an entire army to deliver them.”

      “Dwarves give little power to words,” Lord Draqaro replied coolly. “A great deal of steel is required to make sure they understand.”

      “The lack of understanding appears to be on your end, Lord Draqaro. I have travelled here ahead of an army of orcs. Their path has already taken them through Darkwell and Dunwich, towns under your protection. As we speak, a fellow Dragorn is escorting refugees from Dunwich—”

      Lord Draqaro shot up from his seat with some theatricality. “Then Namdhor is saved! Did you hear that, everyone? More Dragorn are on their way to save us all from the dreaded orcs!” His cold dark eyes bored down into Gideon. “Just as they did for the people of Lirian and Grey Stone,” he added with no lack of venom. “Just as they did for The Arid Lands…”

      Lord Draqaro began pacing the podium. “Oh, wait! The Dragorn failed to prevent the orcs from conquering every other kingdom in the realm. Apparently, Master Thorn, the orcs have a dragon of their own, and it is far more powerful than yourself.”

      Gideon had to remind himself that the master of the Dragorn was expected to refrain from knocking lords through walls. “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said as calmly as he could manage.

      “And when it comes to the north,” Draqaro shot back, “neither do you. This country is ours. We have been fighting in it and defending it for centuries. Do not come into my house and demand answers. When the orcs arrive, we will wipe them out in one fell swoop.” Taking a lighter tone, he said, “But, Namdhor thanks you for your services and your escort of our people. We would appreciate any assistance you could offer in this time. As you can imagine, our resources are fraying under the added pressure of so many refugees.”

      Gideon regarded the blank faces that lined the throne room, noting the absence of representatives from the other kingdoms. “Where is King Jormund or King Weymund? I would speak with both.”

      Lord Draqaro’s expression contorted into disingenuous sorrow. “It saddens me to be the one to inform you, Master Thorn, but the kings and their families were assassinated by a group of orcs. Right here in The Dragon Keep, in fact.”

      Gideon looked away, his mind racing. As terrible as it was to imagine the deaths of both kings and their families, the loss of both had far reaching consequences.

      Ilargo reached the conclusion first. Queen Yelifer of house Skalaf remains the only living monarch in all of Illian now. Even the dragon said it with a dreaded recognition.

      Lord Draqaro continued his scathing report. “It remains, unfortunately, another example of the Dragorn failing to keep us safe…”

      Gideon’s attention snapped back and he met Draqaro’s gaze. “Inara was here,” he concluded. “Where is she now?” Despite asking the lord of Namdhor, he looked at Galanör and Vighon, who both offered reassuring nods.

      “That is an excellent question, Master Thorn. As the leader of your order, I was hoping you could explain her sudden departure. We are, as you say, challenged by the orcs.”

      “I’m right here!” came a call from the back of the throne room.

      Everyone, including Gideon, turned to see Inara Galfrey standing between the open doors. Her hands were worryingly coated in dried blood and her face and leathers were littered with ash, much like everyone else who ventured outside.

      Gideon sent a silent question to Ilargo, wondering why his companion hadn’t informed him of Athis’s approach.

      Athis wanted her to have a dramatic entrance… Ilargo explained.

      The dragon’s response would have been amusing if the Master Dragorn’s frustration hadn’t been mounting since Lord Draqaro opened his mouth. His irritation crossed over their bond, but Ilargo had already begun to busy himself with removing obsidian arrows from Athis’s back. Regardless of the minor annoyance, he was still overjoyed to see Inara alive.

      The young Dragorn strode into the throne room with an air of confidence Gideon couldn’t recall seeing in her previously.

      “Forgive my absence and lack of explanation,” she announced, pausing only to acknowledge her master with a curt nod of the head. “I have just returned from a flight south of here, following the mountains to the west. A fellow Dragorn, Master Knox, was in distress. Unfortunately, I return to you now with alarming news.”

      Lord Draqaro gestured to the gathering. “Please, Master Galfrey, regale us with your findings.”

      Gideon reserved his desired response; but he was left wondering, however, if this was all just a game to the lord of Namdhor.

      Inara addressed the entire hall, but her focus was on Gideon. “A vanguard of orcs rises up from the west, three thousand at least.”

      A series of gasps and curses erupted from the lords and knights, their collective tone one of great trepidation. Only Lord Draqaro remained composed.

      “The fate of Alastir?” Gideon asked Inara in the middle of the din.

      “He lives, Master. Both he and Valkor are injured and taking shelter in the mountains.”

      Gideon sighed in relief, happy to have heard something good from her report.

      “There is no need to panic!” Lord Draqaro proclaimed, holding his hands up. “Preparations have begun in the defence of this city!”

      “And what of those outside the city?” Gideon enquired.

      Lord Draqaro sat in the chair beside the throne and crossed his legs. “Namdhor was built for Namdhorians. Those of the lower town will be given shelter, but we are a patriotic people, Master Thorn. Convincing everyone to open their homes to foreigners will be difficult to say the least.”

      Draqaro took a moment to consider his proposed dilemma. “Unless,” he suggested, “I could tell the people of Namdhor that the foreigners at our gates aren’t those of another land but are, in fact, one of us. There is, after all, only one throne and one crown left to offer fealty to. Perhaps, this would be a good time to bring Illian together as we once were, so long ago…”

      Gideon narrowed his eyes. “You would ask the refugees to offer their loyalty to Queen Yelifer?”

      “To the crown,” Lord Draqaro articulated. “To Namdhor. It was once the jewel of Illian, was it not? The heart of power that brought the realm together. Why should it not be that again?”

      “It was also ruled by Gal Tion, a man who went to war with my order,” Gideon pointed out, channelling some of Ilargo’s ire.

      “The Tions are dead, Master Thorn, their lineage naught but history. House Skalaf rules the north now.”

      Gideon considered who he was talking to and wondered if it wasn’t house Draqaro that ruled the north.

      Continuing with his theatricality, Lord Draqaro stood up again, his hands moving just as much as his mouth. “Ruled by house Skalaf,” he repeated, “and protected by my own family, house Draqaro!” He gestured to Vighon in the crowd, drawing him forward. “My son, Captain Vighon Draqaro - the hero of Grey Stone who saved so many - has already been charged with defending the city!” He inspected his son up and down before adding, “So bold is he, that he believes he can fend off the orcs without his armour…” The levity roused a chortle from the lords and knights.

      Vighon appeared self-conscious of his attire, especially under Inara’s scrutiny.

      Gideon could see Lord Draqaro’s words for what they were: a distraction. He was directing their conversation his way, bringing up suggestions that the Master Dragorn found to be disturbing.

      How does he think Vighon and a handful of soldiers can defend this city?

      Ilargo agreed. He is either mentally unstable or he knows something we do not.

      Or worse and it’s both, Gideon replied, exasperated at the thought of yet another person who knew more than him; The Crow was trying enough.

      Ilargo could feel exactly what Gideon was about to do, but instead of the expected warning the dragon would usually offer before brash actions, he encouraged his companion. They had both seen too much blood and death to continue with these political games.

      Turning to the surrounding crowd of pompous lords and old knights, Gideon barked, “Everyone out, now!” His sudden outburst shocked them all into silence, freezing them to the spot. “NOW!” he commanded again, only this time it was accompanied by an almighty roar from Ilargo outside.

      The lords and knights quickly formed an unruly mob in their attempt to flee the throne room as quickly as possible. Gideon gave Galanör and Inara a subtle shake of the head, keeping them both where they were. It was the elf, however, who silently instructed Vighon to stay as well.

      Unfazed by it all, Lord Draqaro took his seat for a second time and waited patiently. They locked eyes, each conveying their authority, until the doors slammed shut behind the last knight.

      “I’m done bartering words, Lord Draqaro. You have no audience now, no one to please and no one to impress. I want straight answers. Too many have died for me to stand here and read between the lines.”

      The lord of Namdhor tilted his head. “We’ve never met before, you and I,” he observed. “Understandable, I suppose. My elevation to a position in which we might have crossed paths is very recent. Then again,” he added, “this is the first time in what, twenty-five years, that the master of the Dragorn has stepped foot inside The Dragon Keep. It seems to me you’ve never been bothered with Namdhor before, so why bother now? We’ve got by without your help for a long time.”

      “We tried to help when the north fell into civil war,” Gideon argued, “but the lords of the land, and eventually Queen Yelifer herself, rejected our aid. Whether or not you’re going to be foolish enough to reject our presence now, we are here to stay. You underestimate the orcs, Lord—”

      “The orcs, yes!” Draqaro rudely interjected. “Or is your presence here due to the shift in power, I wonder. The Dragorn are servants to the realm, yes? Namdhor just became the realm. You have no purpose if you’re not serving the people and they’re all here. Uniting everyone under one sigil and one crown will make us strong again.”

      Gideon could see the lord directing the conversation his way again. “Your strength currently resides beyond the mountains of Vengora,” he made clear. “The fealty of the refugees will not stand up to the orcs. You just heard it yourself; three thousand more march up from the west. Namdhor needs its army.”

      “Namdhor’s army,” Lord Draqaro said, “is right where it needs to be. While you have been watching the other kingdoms fall, Master Thorn, I have been preparing for this war. When the orcs show their beastly faces, I will run them from the face of Verda myself.”

      Something about his phrasing didn’t sit well with Gideon, but it was Ilargo’s sharper mind that detected it first. How could he have been preparing for this war before the orcs invaded? The army was sent to Dhenaheim before The Arid Lands fell.

      Seeing his confusion, Inara revealed, “The lord of Namdhor has been visited by The Crow.”

      “Some years ago,” Galanör added.

      Gideon’s confusion increased, only now it was accompanied by concern. “The leader of The Black Hand came to see you?” he asked incredulously. “Specifically you or the queen?”

      Lord Draqaro crossed his legs. “Since we’re laying all of our cards out on the table… He sought me out, and for good reason. He told me of the war to come and he told me how to win. He told me because I’m the one Namdhor needs.”

      Gideon’s confusion and concern quickly morphed into anger. “You have conspired with a necromancer! The same dark wizard who unleashed the orcs in the first place! His order have long been an enemy to the realm—”

      “An enemy?” Draqaro cut in. “Why would an enemy use his magic to warn me of the war and then give me the means to win it?”

      Gideon couldn’t answer that, but it did beg other questions. “Is this why you’ve been digging through Vengora? Why the dwarves have taken offence? What did The Crow tell you, Lord Draqaro?”

      A smug expression crept over his face and he glanced at the others around Gideon. “An ancient weapon lies in Vengora, one used to repel the orcs before.”

      “What weapon?” Gideon demanded.

      “I’m afraid that information has been bargained for by others,” the lord replied.

      Gideon turned to regard Inara and then Galanör before finally settling on Vighon. He had a lot more questions but Lord Draqaro stood up and straightened his fitted black robe.

      “I can see you have some catching up to do, Master Thorn. Take your time. And don’t worry about Namdhor or its people; I will take care of them…” Without another word, Lord Draqaro stalked out of the throne room, leaving via a side door.

      Gideon waited for the door to shut. “What in all the hells has been going on in this city?”

      “Not here,” Vighon replied, speaking for the first time. The captain, as he apparently was now, nodded at the main doors and led the way out.

      Gideon paused on his way out of the throne room. He couldn’t help but look back at the dragon skull that encompassed the throne. Never mind the lord of Namdhor, he thought, even the keep itself is unwelcoming to the Dragorn.
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      Deep into the north, the orcish army battled the mounting snow and falling ash. Karakulak likened the strange sky fall to the muds of the Tarkaris pits in The Under Realm.

      Just as the thick muds would slow one down, so too did the snow and ash. The cold was of little deterrence, but he could see how unaccustomed his legions were to it. Their progress had been slow since entering the northern territory of man.

      Adding to their poor morale, they had seen no bloodshed since the execution of the dark mages. The town of Dunwich had been empty, a fact that had seen tensions rise, particularly between the Savage Daggers and the Bone Breakers. The war between the two tribes had only been brought to an end because Karakulak assumed control of their entire race.

      The recent dragon attack, however, had indeed thinned their numbers, and they couldn’t afford to lose any more due to in-fighting. More than one orc had received a lashing for misconduct.

      The God-King would have liked to let his mind wander over the many ways he was going to slaughter the humans and enslave the dwarves, but, astride his enormous gark, he couldn’t help but think about The Crow and The Master Dragorn, whom he had recently encountered.

      The Crow had been the orcs’ greatest ally freeing them in every way. Karakulak considered the power flowing through his veins and knew the wizard was also responsible for that. Yet, the Dragorn had said The Crow led them to his army…

      It was possible the Dragorn was lying, trying to manipulate him and tear apart any alliance. It was also possible the orcs were being manipulated from both sides. The great orc tried to put aside such suspicions and focus on the facts. He was far superior to any Dragorn now and he possessed plenty of the elixir from The Crow. In the end, no human would be left alive, the wizard included.

      A commotion erupted from the centre of the army, towards the south. Karakulak turned to investigate and discovered orcs running to one of the catapults. Due to its height, the mountain troll towing the catapult should have been visible above the sea of heads.

      “Sire?” Grundi’s limited stature, even atop his gark, prevented him from seeing the problem.

      “Come,” Karakulak ordered, guiding his mount towards the stalled catapult.

      The orcs parted for their God-King and averted their gaze as his gark strode through the thick of them. The back of his saddle was adorned with four spikes, each topped with one of the mages’ heads; a continued reminder that he had split from The Black Hand.

      When the last of the orcs between him and the catapult parted, he looked upon the fallen troll, dead in the snow. The God-King snarled and jumped off his growling gark.

      “Who is responsible for these lumbering beasts?” he bellowed.

      The orcs surrounding the catapult and the dead troll were reluctant to step forwards. Eventually, one orc, whose belt was laden with the skulls of his kills in Velia, broke away from the others. He genuflected and bowed his head, dipping him below Karakulak’s knee.

      “The trolls are mine to see to, God-King Karakulak.”

      Karakulak looked from the pathetic orc to the troll, face down in the snow. “No beast is good to work if it does not eat,” he told him. “Perhaps I should let you nourish the bellies of trolls!” The surrounding orcs became giddy at the thought.

      “Forgive me, God-King Karakulak!” The troll master dropped his face to the snow.

      “Forgive you?” Karakulak questioned, making a spectacle. “I shall reward you! No longer will you have to trouble yourself with these foul creatures. You shall have the honour of taking first blood when we meet the Namdhorians. I will make certain Chieftain Warhg of the Berserkers places you among those on the front line!”

      The orcs laughed at their comrade’s bad luck. Very few survived the front lines, but even fewer would survive when charging alongside the suicidal Berserkers.

      Karakulak pushed the orc into the crowd. “Blunt his horns!” he commanded, much to the troll master’s horror.

      The God-King freed the thick chain from the catapult and used the large hook to get a purchase on the troll’s tough hide. The hook dug through, thanks to Karakulak’s mighty strength, and he picked up the length of chain. Without asking for aid, he dragged the troll carcass through the mud and snow.

      The orcs looked on in awe and amazement, his display of strength beyond anything they had ever witnessed. His new muscles bulged and his veins pulsed under his pale skin as he yanked the chain over his shoulder.

      When the path had been cleared, Karakulak ordered the nearest orcs to get behind the catapult and start pushing. They didn’t question him and not one hesitated, his words those of Gordomo Himself. They couldn’t, however, budge the catapult more than an inch.

      “It’s stuck!” they cried.

      Karakulak sighed and bared his fangs. He wondered, and not for the first time, whether he would be better conquering the world on his own. Leaving his gark, the God-King approached the back of the catapult, his meaningful strides pushing the orcs away. The back right wheel was indeed stuck in the mud.

      The mighty orc caught sight of Grundi, watching him from astride his own gark. There was caution in his questioning expression, warning Karakulak about taking part in such laborious activities. Arduous work should be left to all but a king, after all.

      Deciding that it would serve as another display of strength, Karakulak ignored Grundi. With both hands he heaved the corner of the giant catapult, lifting it clear of the mud.

      “Push you maggots!” he barked at the gaping orcs.

      As the catapult came back down on all four wheels, Karakulak felt a shiver pass through his muscles. Seconds later his joints began to ache and his sight waned. The orcs cheered their God-King’s name and howled into the air, but it all sounded distant to Karakulak. He inspected his right hand and discovered the fingers closing up, slaves to his spasming tendons and muscles.

      “Make camp!” he yelled at the top of his considerable voice.

      Again, no one questioned the order, despite the fact they hadn’t been travelling nearly long enough since their last camp. As always, the first of anything to be constructed was Karakulak’s tent, the details seen to by dozens of orcs.

      Karakulak climbed on to his gark, which was beginning to look larger than before, and with his left hand he adjusted the reins to direct the mount into the depths of the army. With all the strength he could muster, Karakulak remained upright, his back straight and regal. He couldn’t show them a hint of distress.

      By the time he reached the heart of the army, his chest had begun to hurt and his breathing had increased. Every inch of the muscles in his back began to itch as if set upon by a thousand crazed ants. The edges of his vision were a dark haze, forcing him to focus on the erecting tent. They had already put up the framework and covered it with walls, but they were still in the process of filling the interior.

      “Leave it!” he shouted, waving them away from the entrance.

      He jumped down from the gark and felt the vambrace on his forearm become loose. A quick glance showed that the muscles in his arm were shrinking…

      “Get out!” he growled at those still inside, setting up his bed. “No one is to enter!”

      Karakulak paused only to remove the small chest from his gark’s pack. No sooner had the fabric of the entrance dropped shut than the God-King fell to his knees and fumbled with the lock on the chest. The elixir glowed in the shadows of the tent, painting the orc in shades of green. With one thumb he popped the cork on a vial and downed the liquid in one.

      He wanted to shout out, to scream, and roar. Karakulak held on to it, embracing the painful transformation that raged through his body again. The weak feeling in his bones and muscles quickly vanished, leaving his large vambrace to fit perfectly once again. The shadows became as light as day again, his senses returned to him.

      Another minute went by and he found control of his ragged breathing. The sound of his heart beating in his ears subsided and he was able to rise. Clenching both fists, the God-King felt he was worthy of the title again.

      Taking heed of his senses, Karakulak detected a familiar scent and spun around to face the entrance. His mother, the High Priestess of Gordomo, was standing before him with her staff in hand.

      “What have you done?” she spat.

      The God-King released a low rumble from deep in his throat, conveying his displeasure with the intrusion. “No one was to enter!” he roared.

      The High Priestess ignored his outrage and stamped the ground with her staff. She moved around her son’s hulking form until her eyes rested on the small chest of green vials.

      “What have you done, Karakulak?” she asked with trepidation. “It stinks of magics!”

      Karakulak closed the gap between them and clamped his hand around his mother’s face, sealing her lips. With ease, he lifted her from the ground so that he didn’t have to look down at her. What little affection he had for her was long gone now, replaced with contempt and irritation.

      “I have assured our victory,” he finally said. “Now, your faith will be tested, High Priestess. Will you worship Gordomo, a god who has allowed us to settle for The Under Realm? Or will you remain loyal to me, the God-King who has seen the orc risen above all others?”

      His mother’s eyes lost their wild look as she contemplated his questions. Seeing that she was still capable of reasoning, Karakulak lowered her to the ground and released her head from his vice-like grip.

      “This is unnatural, Karakulak,” the High Priestess continued in a more civil tone. “You have cut off The Black Hand, yet you still cling to their magics. Worse still, you have used it to fool your people and imitate a real god. Gordomo will not be pleased…”

      Exasperated with his mother’s narrow mindedness, the God-King sighed as he removed the small chest, placing it safely to one side. “If Gordomo is so displeased, let him strike me down in this very tent!”

      “Do not test Him, Karakulak, for you will bring doom upon us all!” The High Priestess whispered a hushed prayer, asking for forgiveness.

      “It seems you have a choice, Mother…” Karakulak slowly turned to face the High Priestess. “Drop to your knees and worship me right now, or leave this tent and tell of my transgressions. I would warn you against the latter,” he said ominously. “They have seen my power. They have seen these very hands bring down a dragon! Should you be judged as having lost your mind, another will be chosen to replace you as High Priestess.”

      His mother looked away, her eyes darting about the tent frantically. “I stood by and watched you remove your father’s head.” She stamped her staff again, bringing the orcish skull to Karakulak’s attention. “When you rose up as king, I murdered your brother as a sign of loyalty, making certain you could never be challenged by blood. Now, you ask me to forsake my god for you?”

      Karakulak dismissed everything she had said. “You did what you had to in order to survive. Nothing more. Your love of Gordomo will be your end if you do not relinquish it now, before me… your new god.”

      The High Priestess hesitated, her options severely limited facing a superior opponent in both mind and body.

      Karakulak continued to prey on her doubts, circling her. “Accept me as your new god, or see all the power you wield disappear. No more priestesses. No more servants. Even Gordomo will forget about such a pathetic little creature. I will have you pulling our war machines beside the trolls.” He finally stopped in front of her again, awaiting her response.

      Now, without any further hesitation, the High Priestess dropped to one knee and bowed her head. “All will worship the God-King Karakulak!” she proclaimed.

      Karakulak smiled. “This pleases me. Now, High Priestess, you may leave.”

      His mother rose to her tiny stature and bowed her head once more. She paused on her way out, taking an extra moment to look upon the small chest filled with The Crow’s elixir.

      Karakulak could see the derision on her face, an expression of real disgust. It only pleased him all the more.
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      Outside The Dragon Keep, atop the ramparts, Vighon used his rank to dismiss a pair of Gold Cloaks, giving the foursome room to talk privately.

      Gideon looked out at what should have been a spectacular view of Namdhor, its sloping towers, and a vast land of snow and distant trees. The ash fall, however, had increased, masking much of the vista behind a grey haze.

      Beneath the city, by the giant pillar of rock that supported the slope, he could feel his companion resting beside Athis.

      Rest only as long as you need, old friend. I need your eye on the horizon as soon as possible.

      Athis has taken some injury, Ilargo replied. I will see to him and take to the sky alone.

      Hearing his companion’s response, Gideon gave Inara a quick inspection, noting a few more injuries than he had seen inside the throne room. He knew she must be feeling the strain, but that Galfrey blood of hers kept her standing strong.

      “What’s going on here?” Gideon asked.

      Vighon double-checked the ramparts. “Arlon has agreed to tell us exactly what’s inside that dwarven mine, but only if I became a captain of Namdhor.”

      “What does he have to gain from that?” Gideon probed, having detected no lack of disdain between them.

      “I’m not entirely sure, but he’s most likely trying to legitimise himself. Showing off a son will make him a better fit for the throne.”

      Gideon frowned. “The throne?”

      “It’s all he wants,” Vighon assured. “He’s an evil bastard to be sure, but I don’t think he knew the entire realm was going to end up in his lap. Uniting the kingdoms is new to me. I think he’s adapting to the situation, something Arlon has always excelled at.”

      Inara pressed, “He would become king of Illian, Gideon. Only the island nation of Dragorn would sit outside his borders.”

      Gideon looked at each of them. “Why would Arlon become the new king?”

      “Why wouldn’t he?” Vighon countered. “He has all the lords and knights in his pocket. Through The Ironsworn he already controls everything in the north. No one would dare challenge his claim.”

      Gideon considered Queen Yelifer and her illness. “The house of Skalaf has no heirs,” he reasoned. “How sick is the queen?”

      The three companions looked at each other, but it was Inara who answered. “The lord of Namdhor has been poisoning her for years now.”

      Gideon’s hand fell naturally onto the hilt of Mournblade. “Poisoning her!” he exclaimed.

      “We have no proof,” Inara continued. “Only what he’s said to Vighon while they were alone.”

      Gideon took a few steps towards the edge of the rampart and looked out over Namdhor again. What had become of this city? He could see now how wrong they had been to leave the north to their troubles. Their civil war had solved nothing, allowing the worst of humanity to gain power.

      “But, you’re here now,” Inara said hopefully. “You can challenge his claim to be king, yes? As the master of the Dragorn—”

      “That’s exactly why I can’t challenge him, Inara. The Dragorn are protectors, we’re not rulers. Kings and queens should derive their strength from the loyalty of their subjects, not the power they wield individually. King Arlon does not strike me as a monarch who would respect his people or their needs.”

      “He just craves power,” Vighon said. “That’s all he’s ever wanted.”

      Gideon couldn’t imagine anyone worse sitting on a throne, especially one that might rule over Illian. “Well, he seems awfully sure that this convenient weapon The Crow has whispered of will deliver Namdhor from its doom. I’ve never seen someone so confident of victory when facing odds like this.”

      “Of course he’s confident.” Vighon shrugged as if it was obvious. “He went from living on the streets to the leader of the most violent and powerful gang in the north. Now, he’s the lord of Namdhor, inches from the throne itself. He always wins. He doesn’t know how to lose…”

      Gideon dwelled on this promised weapon. “Has there been no word from your parents?” he asked Inara.

      The young Dragorn shook her head. “Nothing, Master.”

      “Arlon has sent a crew of smiths and mages,” Vighon divulged. “He means to crack it open with magic and brawn.”

      “If The Crow has directed him to this supposed weapon,” Gideon remarked, “I can only imagine the lord of Namdhor is chasing smoke.” His own choice of words reminded him of another who had spent centuries chasing smoke. “What of Hadavad? Has he been seen since your separation at Ilythyra?”

      Galanör, tucked away beneath his hood, offered a look of sorrow. “I have begun to fear the worst,” he confessed. “The old mage was adamant he knew where he was going and he would find answers, but the land has become treacherous since his departure…”

      “What of Alijah?” Vighon blurted, beating Inara to the same question by a second.

      Gideon hesitated. “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “We were both in Velia when the orcs attacked. Asher and Malliath were there… It was chaos. Ilargo and I barely escaped with our lives but…”

      “You didn’t see him fall,” Inara stated.

      “No,” Gideon agreed. “We were separated.”

      “He’s still alive,” she replied with conviction. “If you didn’t see him fall, Alijah will have survived.”

      Vighon had gone quiet and Gideon failed to read him. It was clear to see, however, that this news was distressing for them all. It only added to the Master Dragorn’s guilt, weighing him down.

      “He’s probably heading towards Namdhor as we speak,” Galanör offered. “With any luck, he’ll arrive after the battle.”

      “I would rather have him by my side in battle,” Vighon finally said, his tone flat and mind elsewhere. “Alijah’s aim with a bow is beyond any in the north right now.”

      “I’m sorry,” Gideon said for the first time. “It’s my fault he was in Velia, I should never have taken him there… And I should never have left him there.”

      “He’s alive,” Inara said again. “Which means we will see him again. Until then, we have to make sure there’s something for him to come back to. The orcs are only days away, especially those I encountered in the west.”

      Gideon was impressed with the young Dragorn, who was often ruled by her emotions. “Three thousand you say?”

      “At least,” Inara confirmed.

      “King Karakulak marches from the east with ten thousand, I’d say.”

      “Karakulak?” Galanör echoed.

      Gideon nodded. “Lord Draqaro isn’t the only one who has been visited by The Crow. Until recently, the wizard had a way of communicating with me in the library in The Lifeless Isles. Much like Arlon, he enjoys speaking about his assured victories before they have happened.”

      “He told you of the orc army?” Inara questioned.

      Thinking back on everything that had happened over the last few days filled Gideon with heartache. “He told me of Karakulak, but he also baited us with his own presence, hoping to draw us out into conflict. I refused to rise to it but…”

      Inara tilted her head to see her master’s eyes. “But what?”

      “Rolan Baird disobeyed my command. He led six others to the east of The Vrost Mountains. All but Rolan perished.”

      Inara raised a hand to her mouth. “Malliath?”

      “No,” Gideon replied solemnly. “You have seen the ballista bolts the orcs favour? They are coated in something known as wrath powder. There is no dragon hide that can resist it.”

      “I’m sorry for your losses,” Vighon said, being as sympathetic as he could despite their desperate need, “but there are others of your order coming to our aid, yes? More Dragorn are following you?”

      Inara added her expectant look to Vighon’s, waiting for the obvious answer. He swallowed hard, composing himself before the words left his mouth.

      Seeing his pain Inara spoke up first. “What is it, Master?”

      “After the attack on Velia,” he began, “Malliath flew to The Lifeless Isles. He killed many…”

      Inara’s face dropped and a single tear overran her welling eyes and streaked down her face, cutting a line through the ash.

      “Those who survived,” Gideon continued, “did so because the more experienced challenged Malliath, protecting the younger Dragorn. I can’t… I won’t command them to leave The Lifeless Isles. They’ve already been through too much and they wouldn’t stand against a force this large, especially if Malliath accompanies them.”

      What he wanted to add was his lack of instruction. He hadn’t trained them to fight in a battle against thousands, not to mention against another dragon. He couldn’t call on them because, as their master, he knew in his heart that he had failed them.

      “We need them,” Vighon insisted, as if he hadn’t heard what Malliath did to so many of the others.

      “They’re too young,” Gideon repeated. “The dragons too. Between their inexperience and their youth it would be like sending children into war.”

      Vighon looked from Gideon to Inara and back. “I’m sorry for what Malliath has done, I truly am. But sending children into war is exactly what’s going to happen here. There’s maybe five hundred decent fighters in Namdhor right now. How long do you think they will last against an army of what, fifteen thousand? Twenty thousand? When they perish, it will be the children who pick up the fallen swords and fight to live. We need dragons!”

      “Vighon,” Inara warned, her eyes still filled with tears.

      The northman sighed and turned away to get a handle on his frustration.

      “I’m sorry, Vighon,” Gideon apologised. “I will not call on them only to die. We have Ilargo, Athis, and Thraden will be here soon with Arathor.”

      Vighon turned back, his frustration still evident. “Three dragons and less than a battalion of soldiers against thousands of orcs…” The northman pinched his nose. “I can’t believe I’m thinking about this.”

      “Thinking about what?” Galanör asked.

      “Giving Arlon what he wants.”

      Gideon had known the man less than a day and giving him anything at this point felt like helping the enemy. “What’s that exactly?”

      “He might not have planned it,” Vighon explained, “but having what’s left of the other kingdoms at his mercy gives Arlon more power than he ever dreamed of. I’m the last person that wants to see him gain any more power, believe me. Uniting what’s left of us, however, is the only way we’re going to stand a chance of getting through this.”

      “You would be asking people to give up their heritage,” Inara pointed out. “Their ancestors’ heritage.”

      “I know,” Vighon replied. “But I have four hundred soldiers who owe their allegiance to General Thedomir Longshadow of Grey Stone, plus however many he can muster from Lirian’s remains. Most of them need swords and shields, Inara. I can’t exactly march them all into Namdhor’s armoury; Arlon and General Morkas would never allow it.”

      “He’s right,” Galanör said, surprising Vighon most of all. “It’s a big thing to ask of the survivors, especially for those who have deep roots in their fallen kingdoms, but fighting under one banner will bolster what few remain to defend this city.”

      “More to the point,” Vighon continued, “if they bow to Namdhor’s rule they can access any weapons the army left behind without going through Arlon and his men.”

      Gideon didn’t like the idea at all. “No,” he stated flatly. “Illian has thrived with six kingdoms for a thousand years. There’s a reason Gal Tion’s empire came to an end; he couldn’t keep a grip on the southern lands.”

      Giving breath to the stubbornness in his northern bones, Vighon argued, “We’re trapped at the top of the world. The other kingdoms have fallen. We face little choice in the matter, Master Thorn. We must unite and we must unite now.”

      Gideon shook his head. “We will push the orcs back. We will win. And when this is all over, we will re-build the kingdoms and give the people their homes back.”

      “And who will rule them?” Vighon countered. “Will you choose the next king or queen of Velia?”

      Inara turned her blue eyes on the northman. “Vighon, you’re suggesting we give ultimate power to your father.”

      Vighon looked away for a moment, his gaze wandering over the hideous Dragon Keep. “I’m suggesting we survive.” With his final words, the northman walked away.

      Galanör watched him leave. “He has been handed a great responsibility,” he explained. “For years he has only had to look out for himself and Alijah. Now, he feels the weight of the realm.”

      Don’t we all, Gideon thought. “He’s a good man. A little inexperienced for the task ahead of him, but a good man all the same.”

      Inara was quiet. The Master Dragorn could see the worries in her soul taking a hold of her. She wasn’t that much more experienced than the young Dragorn he had left at The Lifeless Isles. Sending her away now, however, would be folly. Not that Inara would listen to such a command; she had been in the middle of all this as much as he had.

      “I will continue to remain at his side,” Galanör said. “There is still much to be done to prepare the city.”

      Gideon nodded. “Your wisdom will be called upon as much as your strength. Inara and I will help with whatever we can. I get the feeling we aren’t welcome in The Dragon Keep anyway…”

      The elf patted him on the arm. “For what it’s worth, I am happy you’re here.”

      Gideon smiled at his old friend. “We will find you in the city,” he promised.

      The two Dragorn were left in each other’s company atop the ramparts, neither saying a word. Among others they had kept their chins up and limited the grief that wanted to pour out of them.

      Inara moved to the very edge of the wall, angling herself so that no one could see the tears that streaked down her cheeks.

      Gideon took a breath and kept his voice low. “Inara, there’s something I didn’t say about Alijah.” The young Dragorn turned on him with a curiosity. “It’s private, even among friends.”

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “The spell that The Crow placed over Asher and Malliath…”

      Inara nodded along. “The one Alijah was bound to.”

      Gideon shook his head. “Alijah wasn’t bound to it. In fact, there was no magic placed over him at all.”

      Inara tilted her head. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying the bond between him and Malliath is entirely natural.” He left his words to hang in the air for a moment, allowing Inara to truly absorb them. “He’s a Dragorn. Or at least he would be if Asher hadn’t been pushed between them.”

      The flicker of a smile pulled at Inara’s cheek. “He’s immortal…” she whispered. “Wait, he’s bonded with Malliath?”

      Gideon shrugged. “There was none who could ever predict such a thing.” His comment made him pause and consider the truth of it.

      Inara’s smile faded fast. “But Malliath is… broken. From what I’ve seen through Athis, he wasn’t exactly sane before the mages of Korkanath bound him for a thousand years. His mind is—”

      “We will cross that bridge when we come to it,” Gideon assured, his mind too cluttered to figure out the details of Alijah’s bond.

      “He will never be accepted,” Inara pointed out. “Not after what he did in The Lifeless Isles, spellbound or not.”

      Gideon had no reply for that, but the memory of it made his eyes well up.

      “How many?” Inara asked suddenly, her voice strained.

      The Master Dragorn took a breath. Voicing the death that had befallen their order made it all so much more real.

      “Of the council, only Alastir and Ayana remain. There are now less than thirty Dragorn.”

      “Say their names,” Inara replied, her sight set on the grey horizon.

      “Benji, Menevel, Garin, Sigrit, Talia, Arin…” Gideon continued to name their dead, both dragon and Dragorn for some time. By the end of the list, tears ran down both of their faces.

      “Edrik and Aldreon,” the young Dragorn added at the end, their own end witnessed by her.

      Gideon could see that such a thing still affected Inara. “Their death was senseless, an act of mindless evil. But, take heart, Inara Galfrey; you survived an encounter with the most powerful dragon in the world.”

      “He flew away,” Inara corrected. “That doesn’t make me strong, Master. It just makes me lucky…”

      Gideon could say the same thing, but he knew it wouldn’t help the young Dragorn right now. Confidence and strength could only be found by the person, not by the words of others.

      They both stood in silence for a while, but Ilargo could feel a churning within his companion.

      Something stirs inside of you, the dragon said in his mind.

      Inara too noted his growing concern, left to his thoughts. “What troubles you, Master?”

      Gideon considered his fears. “The Crow…” he said. “Karakulak and the orcs I understand, but The Crow escapes me. He led us to their army and they suffered for it. Now he leads enemies of the orcs to a weapon that could turn the tide?”

      “His motives have become hard to align,” Inara agreed.

      “It’s more than that,” Gideon continued. “If he can see the future, and I’m inclined to believe that he can, then he appears to be playing both sides of this war. The question is: which side does he want to win?”

      Inara rested both of her hands on the wall and leaned into them with a great sigh. “There are too many questions. I thought war was supposed to be simple.”

      Gideon tilted his head. “That depends what all the sides are fighting for. We fight to survive. The orcs fight to conquer. The Crow complicates everything. He whispers to both but to what gain? The Black Hand worship Kaliban, a god to which there is no literature and remains just as mysterious as The Crow himself. I can’t fight what I can’t see…”

      “It doesn’t feel real to me yet,” Inara replied. “This all happened so fast. The orcs returning, the kingdoms falling into ruin. Now, our order has suffered its greatest loss since The Dragon War itself.”

      “We underestimated The Black Hand,” Gideon told her. “I became complacent in a time of peace.”

      “You can’t take all of this on your shoulders, Master.”

      Gideon half-smiled. “Now, you sound like Master Glanduil.”

      “She has remained with the others?” Inara asked naturally.

      There had been a time when Gideon would have kept his decisions and commands to himself or between the council. That time had passed, it seemed. Inara, through sheer survival, had found herself at Gideon’s side during the order’s greatest crisis.

      “I sent her to Ilythyra,” he said. “She has gone to escort the refugees from there to here, though I’m hoping Ayana can convince Lady Ellöria to accompany them as well. There aren’t many elves in Ilythyra, but even a few elves can make a difference on a battlefield.”

      “What about Elandril?” Inara pushed back from the wall, her mind travelling down the same path as Gideon’s. “Queen Adilandra could…”

      Gideon raised his hand. “I have already spoken with Faylen. She is going to speak with your grandmother and…” The Master Dragorn checked his belt and cursed. “I left the diviner in The Lifeless Isles.”

      They both looked to the south east, aware that such a trip would prevent them from assisting in the battle to come.

      “We are alone then,” Inara concluded.

      Gideon hated the sound of defeat in her voice. “Alastir was wounded, you say?”

      “Yes. I left them to be here, to face the orcs. To face Malliath,” she added quietly. “They are too far to aid now. The orcs will be upon us before we could return.”

      Gideon looked to the mountains, north of the city. “If I could spare you, I would have you searching Vengora for your parents. We would both feel better knowing they were safe.”

      “They can take care of themselves,” Inara reasoned, her tone still one of defeat. “If I could be spared, I would be scouring the land for Alijah.”

      Gideon felt that crushing guilt weigh down on him again. Searching Velia’s remains for the young Galfrey should have been the first thing he did, orcs or not. He had already broken their family apart when he allowed Inara to travel to The Lifeless Isles as a teenager. He had known, given their heritage, that at least one of the Galfrey children would be a Dragorn.

      Since then, he had put one continuously in harm’s way and now he had abandoned the other, left for dead. Even their parents had been sent north by him…

      “Most would believe that The War for the Realm defined me,” he began, surprising Inara. “I came out of it looking the hero astride Ilargo. Facing Valanis and the threat of Atilan’s return certainly shaped my view of the world and my place in it. But, I was the only Dragorn back then. And the world had a lot more heroes keeping the dark at bay.

      “We’re both being tested, Inara. In our own way. As an order, I am taking the Dragorn through their first conflict. You, well, you know what trials you face and they are yours alone to overcome. When this war is over, and we will see it to its end, we will both be different people. Either way, we face our trials together.”

      Inara appreciated his words, her demeanour picking up. Gideon knew he should have delivered a speech of that magnitude to the survivors after his return to The Lifeless Isles. It seemed, upon reflection, that he was failing in his own trials…
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      With half a mountain over his head, Doran Heavybelly should have felt at ease, likening his surroundings to home, even. Instead, he felt as if his world had been turned upside down.

      Myths had been proven to be real, friends had proven to be enemies, and Illian had apparently been invaded by orcs.

      Thanks to the magic of Reyna, the great forge in the centre of the workshop had been given new life and now burned red hot, bathing the chamber with brilliant orange. Doran had taken the time to assess the tools at their disposal, some being far too ancient and rusted to use.

      All the while, Killian Torvaris stood by the doors with Nathaniel, his captive. The knight was unaware of his surroundings as he continued to float in a state of agony and horror. The spell cast over him was a countdown to his death or the forging of the Moonblade.

      After taking the time to gather the correct tools, according to the translation, Doran met Reyna by the forge to consult upon their next course of action. What they really wanted to do was come up with a plan that would see Nathaniel freed of the mage’s grip. Then, Doran thought, he could finally strangle the life out of the deceiving little worm.

      “We need steel,” Reyna said with an air of urgency, pointing to one of the first lines in the translation.

      “Steel?” Doran questioned. “What for? The Moonblade is pure magic.”

      “Apparently, it gives the magic a foundation to work from, almost like its intentions, I suppose. By the time we’re finished, there will be nothing left of the steel, only magic.”

      A dark thought, that Doran couldn’t ignore, had to be voiced again. “By the time we’re finished, me Lady, there won’ be anythin’ left o’ ye, either…”

      Reyna looked at the dwarf solemnly. “I know, Doran. But I won’t let my husband die like this.”

      They both looked at Nathaniel, his body slowly contorting in torture. Killian nodded at the forge, urging them to get on with it. The mage raised an eyebrow when Doran reached for his hatchet and two-handed axe.

      “Easy, lad,” Doran said. “We’re jus’ followin’ the instructions is all.”

      The son of Dorain went to work dismantling his weapons, prying the axe blades away from their handles. The strenuous work led him to remove his armour and shirt, revealing two centuries’ worth of battle scars. Some of them he was proud of, some of them he wasn’t.

      The blades, freed of their handles, were fitted inside a deep crucible and placed within the forge.

      “We will need more than that,” Reyna observed, her words drowned out by the hissing forge. “There isn’t enough steel to forge the foundation of a whole sword.”

      “Is everything alright?” Killian called from across the workshop, noting the elf’s confusion.

      “Ye’ve tasked us with doin’ somethin’ we’ve never done before,” Doran yelled back. “It’s gettin’ done!”

      The dwarf turned away from the mage and motioned for Reyna to follow him into the corner. A variety of moulds were available to choose from, allowing the would-be smiths to pick their intended weapon. Doran pulled out a smaller mould that had the outline of a curved dagger on the side.

      “That’s certainly not a sword,” Reyna said in a hushed tone.

      “Aye, ye’d be right abou’ that, me Lady.” Doran heaved the chunky mould and placed it beside the forge, where Killian couldn’t see it. “The way I see it, all them elves that died were forgin’ a whole sword. What if we made somethin’ a little smaller? There might be a chance ye survive that…”

      Reyna was overcome with caution. “He demanded a sword. He may take our judgement as deception and my husband will pay the price.”

      “Ye might be happy to die for ’im, but I’m not happy with either o’ ye dyin’, ye hear?” Doran offered the elf a look that wasn’t to be argued with. “He wants a Moonblade, he’ll get a Moonblade. Now, give me a hand with this. Our predecessors designed this place to be worked by two or more people, but specifically an elf an’ a dwarf. Some o’ the pulleys an’ tools are… too high for me to reach.” Admitting one’s height was a disadvantage was akin to deliberately slamming one’s head into a wall, but Doran needed the help.

      The elf obliged and assisted him in preparing the mould, readying it to receive the melted steel. Some of the better hammers were situated on tall shelves and needed to be fetched by Reyna. The first problem they encountered was the hilt for their blade.

      “These are all knackered!” Doran declared, showing the mage the rusted collection of potential materials. “Without a hilt, the blade cannot be wielded.”

      Killian narrowed his eyes, suspicious of every word that came out of Doran’s mouth. “Can’t you use the hilt of your sword? Or one of theirs?”

      Doran scoffed. “Ye’ve never made a sword before ’ave ye, lad? The hilt an’ the blade are all one piece. Ye can’ jus’ snap ’em apart an’ use ’em on another blade.”

      The mage sighed. “Well, what do the instructions call for?”

      Doran shared a look with Reyna, both aware of what the instructions specified. “Somethin’ natural, not forged…”

      Killian inspected the rotten pieces of wood. “The master said everything you needed was here. You just need to look, dwarf.”

      The son of Dorain felt very passionately about restricting the flow of air in and out of Killian’s lungs. “Maybe I should use ye arm as a suitable hilt, eh? That’s natural.”

      “Doran, that’s it!” Reyna looked from him to the door. “It’s not exactly the most respectful thing, but we could use one of the bones from the…” The elf nodded at the graveyard beyond the workshop.

      “From the Namdhorians,” Doran finished. “It would need some seein’ to. A bit o’ filin’ an’ some carvin’. Maybe a touch o’ polish… Aye, that would work!”

      “One of you goes,” Killian instructed. “You will stay where I can see you. Stray beyond the antechamber and Nathaniel here loses something he was born with.”

      Reyna nodded her understanding. “I will go.”

      “I’ll fill the mould,” Doran replied, hoping to take advantage of Killian’s split attention. “Oh, me Lady? Find a decent arm bone if ye can. We can fashion the joint at the end into a pommel o’ sorts.”

      Using large tongs, the dwarf tipped the crucible of molten steel and filled the dagger mould. The burning liquid was a fantastic red that threatened to blind Doran. With any luck, it would be blinding for Killian too. When the mould was filled to the brim, he placed it out of sight again and left it to cool.

      Under the mage’s distracted eye, Doran began to move the table and anvils around, positioning their work station at an awkward angle for Killian. By the time he had finished shifting the mighty anvil, the dwarf had a sheen of sweat coating his muscles.

      “So answer me this, laddy,” Doran said, half-inspecting a hammer. “Why would this Crow fella wan’ to save the world if he’s the one that’s gone an’ spoiled it in the first place? Seems like a backwards thin’ to do in my opinion.”

      “Then it is a good thing your opinion is not required to save the world. We all, The Lord Crow included, follow the word of Kaliban. Such divine words could never be understood by the mortal perspective of just one person: it takes all of us to see it through. We, Kaliban’s Black Hand, will reshape the world in his image. It will only become clear when the dust settles and the bones of one kingdom have been laid to rest, ready for that which follows.”

      Doran hadn’t understood a single word. “Sounds to me like ye’ve got no clue yerself as to why we’re doin’ any o’ this.”

      “One more word, son of Dorain, and your friend will suffer for it.”

      Reyna eventually returned with a suitable bone: a human arm. It was gruesome work, but Doran was confident he could work it into something usable. During his time among the barbarians, in The Iron valley, he had watched them craft many useful items out of bones, humans’ and animals’ alike.

      While Reyna sat and meditated, building on her reserves of magic, Doran went to work on the intended hilt. He cut it to size, allowing for one human hand to grip it with ease. The dwarf took some extra time in carving the pommel, doing his best to remove the bulbous ends and shape it into one smooth, but curved end. The finishing touch would be the strip of brown leather that would wrap around the bone, but the blade itself required tempering first.
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        * * *

      

      It had been several hours since they began and they had eaten and drunk what little rations they had left. Unfortunately, there was no delaying the work any longer. Doran was loath to disturb Reyna, aware that her preparation was crucial, but they needed to work together now.

      The son of Dorain cracked open the mould, careful to keep Reyna between him and the mage as cover. The curved dagger remained situated in one side of the mould, its width no bigger than a hand. Doran handled the cool blade, noting it to be the size of his forearm.

      “Normally,” he said, “ye wouldn’ fix the blade to the hilt before actually forgin’ it, but I’ve been goin’ over an’ over the instructions while ye’ve been restin’. We ’ave to attach the two first an’ yer magic will bind them together. Should make the whole thin’ stronger, I suppose.”

      Reyna picked up the instructions and read her part in the process. Doran had read the names of the spells she was to enact, but he had no idea what they were, only that they would transmute the steel into something else entirely.

      “Are ye, ready, me Lady?”

      The elf read the text a couple of more times. “I know what I need to do,” she quavered, filling Doran with little confidence.

      He quietly said, “If ye’re not sure we can take a crack at ’im. I’m confident I can distract ’im long enough for ye to hurl somethin’ deadly his way.”

      “No,” she whispered back. “If he dies, the spell over Nathaniel might never end.”

      “He could be lyin’,” Doran suggested. “We know he’s good at that…”

      “I won’t take the risk,” Reyna insisted. “We forge the Moonblade.”

      Doran wasn’t at all happy, but he could see no other choice. At least this way, there was a chance he could save them both.

      “As ye say…” He fitted the bone handle into place, slotting the steel into the groove he had created. Hefting the hammer in his hand, he said, “I believe ye supposed to apply heat.”

      “And pressure,” Reyna added. “This is going to be bright.”

      “I can handle it.” Doran hoped he was right.

      The elf began to sing. The melody was light at first, her tone soft. It was captivating, stealing Doran’s attention from the blade on the anvil, which was now humming. The dwarf lowered his head towards it, sure he was hearing things. The steel was indeed humming, responding to the elf’s magic.

      Reyna increased her pitch and incorporated her hands, holding them aloft, over the anvil. Very soon, the blade began to shine with a glaring white, sprinkled with pinks and blues. Doran squinted at the metal but he failed to see anything that resembled steel.

      With one hand, the dwarf gripped the blade between a pair of tongs, allowing him to adjust it without touching the magic. In the other hand, he raised his hammer with which he would work on the blade’s edges.

      The light intensified and the humming took on a musical note, harmonising with Reyna’s voice. Doran hammered the blade, feeling a mesmerising tingle run up his arm with every strike. The light became so bright that it wasn’t long before he had to shut his eyes. Still, he worked the blade. His actions were not his own anymore, the rhythm of his hammer taking on a life of its own. He instinctively knew where to strike and how much strength to apply.

      Reyna’s elvish words grew distant, yet Doran felt they continued to command him. Only once did he dare to sneak a peek, but the glowing blade concealed everything, including the elf, who was only a foot in front of him.

      A slave to the will of the magic, Doran continued to strike the blade where it commanded him to. Without him realising, his lips were moving and his throat vibrating with the elvish words that came out of him. The dwarf was singing the same song, despite the words and their meaning being lost on him.

      In a disorientating moment, the light vanished and the music with it. Reyna was silent and Doran’s arm was motionless by his side. His eyes snapped open to a chamber of steam and a sweet smell in the air.

      Reyna was on the floor.

      “Me Lady!” he cried, dropping to her side.

      Reyna’s skin was the paleness of death. Dark veins stood out from her temples and under her eyes. Doran grabbed her by the shoulders and felt how cold she was. He feared the worst…

      “Me Lady!” he hissed.

      Reyna opened her eyes and parted her dry lips.

      “Praise Yamnomora!” Doran cheered.

      The elf appeared confused and out of place. Her green eyes, a shade darker than normal, looked past Doran to the anvil behind him.

      It was glowing.

      The son of Dorain checked Reyna over one more time, making sure she was alive and that his senses weren’t tricking him. Then, he stood up and looked upon their work. The Moonblade was magnificent. It had an outer shell of opal, its translucent surface sparkling with all the colours. It had bonded with the bone hilt, giving the appearance that it was one solid piece from end to end.

      Doran tentatively picked it up by the hilt and glided his finger across the blade’s surface. “It’s warm,” he whispered in wonder. “It tingles,” he added, bemused.

      The moment of awe was ruined when Killian Torvaris stormed over with a face of thunder. “What is that?” he demanded. “You were to forge a sword!”

      Doran looked back at Reyna, thankful they hadn’t forged a full-length sword. The elf appeared at death’s door with the effort required just to make a dagger.

      “Ye needed a Moonblade, didn’ ye? Now, ye’ve got one!” The dwarf was about to present the dagger to the dark mage when a distant sound echoed from beyond the antechamber.

      Doran knew the rattle of human armour when he heard it. A moment later, a group of Namdhorian soldiers rounded the corner with a company of smiths and mages, by the look of them.

      Killian squared his narrow shoulders. “Alert them and Nathaniel dies,” he told the son of Dorain. “Ah, you’re here at last!” he announced, addressing the new arrivals. The mage made straight for the doors, blocking their entry before they could see Nathaniel slowly floating off to the side.

      “Who are you?” one of the soldiers asked, the only one not captivated by the skeletons that littered the floor.

      “We are the only survivors of the previous camp,” Killian lied, his wand hidden up the back of his arm.

      The soldier tried to look past the mage. “Who are they, then? Is that a dwarf?” he asked, reaching for his sword.

      Killian glanced back at Doran, who was still holding the newly-forged Moonblade in both hands. “Ah, yes, the dwarf… Well, you see that is, in fact, Doran Heavybelly of…” The mage sighed. “Well, you’re not going to know, I suppose.” He whipped up his wand and blasted the soldier in the face, hurling him back into those behind.

      Doran instinctively dropped behind cover and peered over the top of the anvil. The dark mage threw his wand about in every direction, casting spell after spell into the group of men. The mages among them were the only ones equipped to defend themselves but, still, Killian hammered them back. Clearly, the mage had a larger repertoire of deadly spells.

      “Doran…” The barely-audible whisper came from Reyna’s cracked lips.

      “Me Lady!” The dwarf dashed to her side. “Don’t move, yer—” The word was stolen by a stray spell that struck the wall above them.

      Reyna reached out with a bony hand and lightly gripped Doran’s wrist. “The blade…” Her eyes directed him to the mage.

      The son of Dorain looked from the Moonblade to Killian. His own words came back to him: No blade can stand against it, not even other magic…

      His dwarven fingers tightened around the hilt and the warrior within rose quickly to the surface. If they were ever to get from under Killian’s thumb, it would be now, while his wand was pointed elsewhere.

      He moved around the anvil and the forge until he was standing before the doors, where the mage was flinging his brutal spells. The Namdhorian mages were cowering around the corner of the antechamber, their counter spells few and far between.

      “Hey, laddy!” Doran roared.

      The flashes of blue and red ceased and the mage turned around. The Namdhorian mages saw the advantage and stepped out to cast their own spells. Every one struck a shield that Killian had erected around himself. He ignored them and focused on Doran with an arrogant smirk.

      “Look at what you face, dwarf!” he shouted over the spells colliding with his shield. “Do you think you are up to challenging The Black Hand?”

      With sweat running down his face and bare chest, Doran took control of his breathing, steadying his beating heart. His grip around the Moonblade was perfect, the balance just right. It was time to end this pathetic excuse for a man.

      Killian saw that glint in Doran’s eye and raised his wand as the dwarf launched the Moonblade through the air. Both spell and blade passed each other on their respective journeys across the chamber.

      Both struck true…

      Doran was thrown back, the spell exploding across his chest. He hit a lot of hard things on his way to the other side of the chamber, but the blows to his head prevented him from noting what they were. At last, his body slammed into the wall before falling face down on the stone floor.

      He groaned as his hands pushed him up. His chest was smoking: undoubtedly a new scar to add to his collection. With some effort, he heaved himself up and nodded at Reyna, signalling that he was still very much alive. The same, however, could not be said for the elf. She needed help and she needed it soon.

      The son of Dorain made his way back to the entrance, where Killian Torvaris lay on his back. The dark mage was breathing rapidly, his body in shock. The Moonblade had pierced his magical shield, burying itself up to the hilt in his shoulder, separating his grip from his wand.

      “You…” Killian stammered. “You should be… dead.”

      Doran examined his burnt chest. “Never hit a dwarf with magic before, ’ave ye? We’re a resilient lot.”

      He put a heavy boot on the mage’s chest and quickly removed the Moonblade, much to Killian’s dismay. The opal blade was dry, devoid of any blood and still warm to the touch.

      “I must be tired,” Doran remarked. “I was aimin’ for ye heart…”

      Killian covered his wound with his good hand, distress plastered across his pale face. “This wasn’t supposed… to happen. He said…” The mage trailed off, his world turning upside down now.

      Deciding he was no threat, Doran walked away from the mage and stood before Nathaniel’s floating form. Using the Moonblade, he carefully glided it through the air, cutting through the enveloping spell. The magic was instantly undone and the knight fell to the floor with a pained cry on his lips.

      He coughed and gagged for moment before examining the room. “What… What’s going...” Nathaniel saw Killian, cowering and seemingly powerless before Doran, who held the magical blade. Then, he caught sight of his wife, lying very still. “Reyna!” he croaked, running to her side. “Doran! What’s happening?” The knight held her cold hand in his and begged her to stay with him.

      “This worm betrayed us!” Doran explained, pointing the Moonblade at the mage. “His real name is Killian Torvaris. He’s one o’ them Black Hand fellas. He’s been leveragin’ your life for the Moonblade, lad.”

      “The Moonblade?” Nathaniel was still coming to grips with his reality.

      “Aye. Apparently, we’re goin’ to save the world with it…” Doran eyed the mage with a mix of contempt and suspicion.

      Nathaniel, solely concerned with his wife, said, “We need healing magic. And trees!” he added as an afterthought. “Nature always helps elves…”

      The dwarf eyed the Namdhorian mages who were now confident enough to approach the workshop.

      “Don’ worry, lad,” Doran assured the knight. “We’ll get her help. Fellas, over ’ere!”

      After rushed introductions and a hurried explanation, the mages agreed to help Reyna. Doran could see, however, that they were just happy to be leaving the mountain which, thanks to Killian, now had a few extra bodies to add to its collection.

      Reyna’s body was levitated off the floor by one of the mages and glided out of the chamber. The others busied around her, chanting indistinguishable spells of healing. They babbled on about getting her back to Namdhor, where they could better aid her.

      Nathaniel only stopped trailing them when Doran paused in the doorway, his attention on the dark mage.

      “What do we do with him?” Nathaniel asked, a murderous look in his eye.

      Doran thought of several ways he could extinguish the man’s life, but the open doors on either side of them gave him an idea. “We’re warriors, not murderers,” he observed.

      With that, Doran grabbed the mage by his ankle and dragged him deeper into the workshop. Killian protested and clawed at the floor, sure that the dwarf was about to throw him into the forge, or crack open his head on an anvil. But he didn’t.

      “I’m not goin’ to kill ye, much as ye deserve it. If ye can get out, yer life’s yer own…” Doran turned his back on the injured mage and began to stalk out of the workshop with his armour and sword.

      “No… No… NO!” Killian screamed and tried to pull himself up.

      Doran pushed one of the heavy doors closed and then pulled the last one towards him. Killian was only a few feet from the narrow opening when the slab fell into place, and the way was sealed.

      “Inside or out,” Doran said, “only an elf an’ a dwarf can open these doors.”

      Nathaniel nodded, satisfied with the mage’s end, and it would be his end. If he had any sense, he would pick up his wand and end his life before starvation and thirst kicked in.

      In the antechamber, where the dark mage’s screams couldn’t be heard, Doran examined the Moonblade. He couldn’t believe he was really holding one, but any excitement was tempered by Reyna’s serious condition, not to mention the burn on his chest.

      “Right, ye lot! Let’s get back to Namdhor an’ see to the Lady.”

      The mages were more than happy to retrace their steps, but Nathaniel froze in the T-junction. One tunnel led south, back to Namdhor, and the other led north, to Dhenaheim.

      “What’s wrong, lad? We need to get goin’!” Doran didn’t think he would have to usher the knight given Reyna’s condition.

      Nathaniel looked past Doran, to the waiting mages. “Is it true? Is Illian under siege from the orcs?”

      The mage levitating the elf nodded in response. “I’m afraid so. Namdhor is all that remains. Though, in a few days, the orcs will arrive in the north, or so they say. I myself haven’t seen one of the foul creatures. But the city is filled to bursting with refugees. Then there’s the army, lost to us beyond these wretched mountains…”

      Nathaniel met Doran’s gaze in the gloom. “Namdhor needs its army.”

      “Aye, that it does,” the son of Dorain agreed. “But, they’ve been marched into Dhenaheim to face dwarves, lad. If ye’re thinkin’ what I think ye’re are, they aren’ goin’ to turn around jus’ because I ask them to.”

      Nathaniel kissed his wife on the forehead and squeezed her hand. “No, they wouldn’t if you asked them to…”

      Doran arched an eyebrow. “What are ye abou’?”

      Nathaniel hefted Reyna’s enchanted bow and quiver. “Perhaps I should ask them to return home.”

      “Bah! Don’ be stupid! Ye talkin’ abou’ standin’ between an army o’ dwarves an’ an army o’ men. Ye won’ be convincin’ no one o’ nothin’ with ye guts in the snow. Now, come on. Think abou’ Reyna, lad. We’ve got to go!”

      “You’re taking her to Namdhor,” Nathaniel pointed out. “The same place the orcs are about to invade. Yes? There’s no point trying to survive the next few days if we’re all going to die anyway. The north needs its army.”

      “This is foolish, I tell ye.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll turn them around,” the knight promised, strapping the quiver and bow to his back.

      Doran was torn between north and south. “Wait, what abou’ the Moonblade?” he called after Nathaniel.

      “I thought you were going to save the world with it,” the knight replied, turning from the north. “Just keep Reyna safe, Doran! Keep your eye on the east… I will return.”

      Doran watched his friend disappear into the shadows of Vengora. With the Moonblade in hand and Reyna in need of aid, he had no choice now but to journey back to Illian, to his home.
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            The Seventh Lesson

          

        

      

    

    
      The weight of the world had landed on Alijah’s shoulders. His trip into the past had plagued him, rising to the surface between his beatings and torture.

      The Echoes of Fate being scribed by The Crow was comprehensible, but the thought that it was only scribed to ensure his birth… That was a revelation he couldn’t wrap his mind around.

      So much had happened because of those words. It was slowly starting to sink in that The Crow, Sarkas, had been orchestrating world events for ten thousand years, all to have him now, trapped in The Bastion and bonded to Malliath.

      All to make him a king…

      His musings were interrupted when a familiar voice called out to him from the ether. Only then did Alijah realise he wasn’t conscious. He had slipped into a realm between worlds, where his bond with Malliath fought for domination against the unnatural bond that had been cast between the dragon and Asher.

      In the darkness, he could hear footsteps growing louder, closing in on him. It was the ranger. The magic that bound him to Malliath kept him ever vigilant of Alijah’s visits and he sought to banish him. The rogue would have felt sorry for the spellbound ranger were he not always too occupied running away from him.

      Over here… Malliath called.

      Alijah stumbled through the abyss, as he always did, searching for something more than a handful of words from the dragon. The closer he got the more the violent thoughts of Malliath began to assault him. Words like destroy, crush, and rip flashed through his bond. It reminded the rogue that the dragon had never been known for his peaceful tendencies.

      Without warning, the indefinable ground beneath his feet gave way and he was falling through the sky. Alijah tried to yell but the air rushing into his mouth kept his descent silent. Above him were black clouds of ash and below him was an archipelago. He recognised it as The Lifeless Isles, but it was made all the easier by the number of dragons flying around the towering islands.

      One such dragon was flying straight towards him, its mouth opening to reveal a pair of fire-breathing glands. Alijah corkscrewed at the last second, missing the jet of fire, and attacked the dragon from above, using his four impressive claws to rake at its back and wings. They became entangled as they tumbled through the empty sky. Finally, Alijah dug his claws in and snapped his head forwards, clamping his jaw of razor-sharp teeth into the dragon’s neck.

      The dragon’s gargled cry came to a sudden stop and its lifeless body was left to continue its fall. Only then did Alijah realise that once again, he was Malliath. He was looking through his purple eyes, controlling his flapping wings, and tasting blood on his forked tongue.

      He felt powerful…

      In the form of Malliath, Alijah dived towards The Lifeless Isles and unleashed balls of fire that served to create chaos, forcing the dragons to alter their flight paths and angles of attack. He knew that the dragons and the riders that faced him were more experienced than those who remained on the islands, hoping that the predator invading their home would be dealt with. He could feel the age of them, as if their years under the sky emanated from their scales.

      Every encounter ended the same. They would claw and bite at him, but Alijah killed them all. In some cases, he merely had to engulf their backs in flames and see to the end of their riders. Nothing could stop him.

      Through blind rage, a rage that had been building for thousands of years, Alijah roared into the sky and targeted dragon after dragon.

      When the isles were littered with bodies and his tongue bathed in hot blood, Alijah heard the call of his master and banked to the north, leaving the Dragorn to their grief. As Malliath had heard his master’s call, so too did Alijah now. The Crow’s voice dragged him from the depths of Malliath’s mind and back to his painful reality.

      A fist was slamming into his face.

      Alijah took the blow and felt his whole body lift up from the floor. It hurt, a lot. The full weight of his body coming down on his back, however, hurt even more. The rogue lay on the damp floor, under the ash fall, in a daze. His memory was fractured, like a shattered mirror that failed to reflect the whole.

      “Focus, Alijah!” The Crow encouraged.

      The rogue rolled over and found his hands and knees before a Reaver kicked him in the gut, lifting his whole body from the floor again. Now, face down, he coughed and spat blood from his split lip, still struggling to understand what was happening.

      Hadn’t he been flying?

      The sharp cry of a young woman brought his nightmare back to him. Two others had already been killed by the Reavers. His sword lay several feet away, far from reach. He looked up through matted hair and a swollen eye to see that he had failed this time to even bring down one of the Reavers.

      It also occurred to him, that in the time it had taken the Reaver to clench his fist and launch it at Alijah’s face, he had dropped into Malliath’s mind and experienced hours of memory. Realising the truth of it, the rogue had but a moment to dwell on the fact that Malliath had torn a bloody path through the Dragorn ranks, slaying countless dragons. He would have wept for the loss had the overbearing Reaver not picked him up by his hair.

      The next beating never came, however, as the undead Arakesh forced Alijah to his knees. He wanted to resist and lift his hands to fight back, but his right arm felt out of place and painfully heavy. A freezing hand gripped his jaw in a vice and held his head still, keeping his eyes on the young woman. Alijah screamed as her neck was broken in front of him.

      “You’re fighting it,” The Crow observed. “Use that pain! Transform it into power!”

      Alijah was released and his body allowed to collapse in a heap. He just wasn’t strong enough. He wasn’t skilled enough, experienced enough. In fact, there appeared to be no end of things he couldn’t achieve when faced against the Arakesh. They were superior fighters; a fact that wouldn’t change just because they stood between Alijah and those he loved.

      “I said I would gift you a sword befitting a king,” The Crow said, strolling out of the shadows. “If you don’t start applying yourself and using these lessons, you will never earn it.”

      Alijah barely took the words in. He was panting for breath, flat on the floor and his sight lined up perfectly with the dead eyes of the young woman. For just a moment, the young rogue wondered if he had really died stepping off The Bastion’s high tower, and this was one of the hells, reserved especially for him.

      “Warriors are not always the ones who win,” The Crow continued, “but they are the ones who always get back up. The world doesn’t need another fat king who sends others to die upon his word. It needs a warrior. Is that you, Alijah? Will you get back up?”

      The rogue tried to get up and groaned with the pain that ran through his right arm and shoulder. His eye throbbed and new cuts stung him from various places across his body.

      “That’s it,” The Crow cajoled. “Find that strength. It’s inside of you, waiting to be unleashed.”

      Alijah clamped his jaw shut in a bid to control his moaning. It took longer than it should have, but he was finally standing on his feet again, bloodied and broken. Unlike the three innocent people at the other end of the chamber, however, he was alive.

      The Crow pressed his wand into the half-elf’s chest and healed him of his major injuries, the pattern of the lesson repeated to its conclusion.

      There was an echo of Malliath inside Alijah’s mind. An animal that felt backed into a corner. A beast that wanted to rip and tear. A dragon that wanted to burn it all.

      Alijah snapped.

      The rogue sprang forward with exceptional speed and snatched The Crow’s throat. He squeezed with one hand, his eyes that of a predator. The wizard simply stared back, despite his lack of air. The Reavers reacted as one, removing their short-swords and closing in on Alijah. Still, he squeezed through gritted teeth.

      The Crow held out a hand and the Reavers sheathed their swords and stood perfectly still. Using that same hand, the wizard wrapped it around Alijah’s and tried to prise his fingers from his throat. It didn’t work. Alijah had become living rage.

      With no alternative, The Crow raised his wand and touched the tip of it to Alijah’s chest. The half-elf felt the spell compress against his body before it launched him into the far wall. The impact knocked Malliath’s anger out of him and left him with a thumping headache.

      The Crow massaged his throat and glanced at Malliath. “Listen to me very carefully, Alijah. This next lesson would be important for anyone, but it is especially important for one who will share their very being with a dragon such as Malliath…”

      Alijah scrambled over to the corner and curled up. All of the lessons were vital and they all came with pain. He had to be sharp to take them in or he would suffer all the more for forgetting them.

      The Crow walked over and crouched by his side, allowing the rogue to see Malliath beyond. “Emotion can be the enemy if you give in to it. You can lose yourself to it. You must be at one with your emotions because the body always follows the mind. If you are overcome with rage, your body will lash out in response. You must be above such actions. Learn to observe; not everything needs a reaction. Always calculate.”

      The wizard shifted his weight and stole another glance at Malliath. “I teach you this lesson because your companion is… somewhat lost. His emotions can affect your own, as can his thoughts. I’m sure you’ve seen by now that his thoughts can be rather dark. You must draw on his power and learn to control his outbursts or they will control you. In time, your mind will heal his, but you must not lose yourself to his rage.” The Crow stood up and looked down on him. “Malliath is your greatest strength, Alijah, but he is also your greatest weakness.”

      Alijah was dreading the last word. The last word was always followed by pain. He was already reciting the lesson over and over again in his mind.

      “Don’t overthink it,” The Crow warned. “Let my words sink in. Take them in as a part of yourself. Live by these lessons and you will see the world risen above the darkness that preys on it.” The necromancer made to leave.

      “It won’t make any difference,” Alijah blurted, extending his pain-free time.

      The wizard turned back with curiosity. “What’s that?” he asked softly.

      “All of these lessons,” Alijah replied from the corner. “You can forge me into whatever you like, but it won’t make a difference. I saw what the orcs did to The Arid Lands, to Velia. By the time you’ve made me into some warrior-king, there won’t be anything left to rule, no one left to protect. The darkness you’ve unleashed upon the world will consume it.”

      The Crow considered Alijah’s reasoning. “We’re not going through all of this because I want you to defeat those foul creatures. The orcs are not your concern.”

      The rogue couldn’t make sense of that answer. “Then why… Why any of this? The orcs will ravage the world.”

      The Crow smiled menacingly. “The orcs were doomed from the moment I glimpsed them, ten thousand years ago. They are not your concern. They are simply a tool with which I might prepare your kingdom. Now, it’s time for some introspection…”

      Alijah followed The Crow’s cold eyes to the Reavers. It was times like this he had to remember that fear wasn’t real; it is simply a product of the mind, a choice really. Pain, however, was not a choice…
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            The Sword of the North

          

        

      

    

    
      Vighon ran a critical eye up and down the fixed catapult, inspecting the wood and the mechanisms. He looked out across the city, unsure about firing any projectiles over the buildings below.

      “These are dotted throughout the city?” he asked Garrett.

      “Aye,” the soldier replied. “Every tier has them, all built like this one. They can launch up to five tons.”

      “And they can clear the rooftops?” Vighon was still sceptical of the old war machine.

      “Of course,” Garrett answered confidently.

      “And the lower town too?” Vighon continued, sure that the catapults would do more harm than good.

      “They’ll clear it, Captain.” Garrett was beginning to sound irritated by the barrage of questions.

      Vighon still wasn’t convinced. “Who’s responsible for their upkeep? They couldn’t have been used in years.”

      “We can test them,” Garrett suggested with a shrug.

      The northman took in the sight of the massive camp, spread out beyond the lower town. “Not with that lot there we can’t…”

      Ruban appeared along the walkway, hopefully, bringing with him a good report.

      “What news, lad?” he called before the squire stood before them.

      “Captain,” Ruban acknowledged with a bow of the head, also known as a waste of time to Vighon. “Two other companies have agreed to assist with the defences. Captain Gallow and Captain Larnce. Their men have already added to the effort in the main street, digging trenches.”

      “Excellent,” Vighon said, well aware that such cooperation from the other captains would royally piss off Captain Flint. “The spikes are going in?”

      “Yes, Captain. The lower half of the main city is almost fortified. We’ve even managed to get assistance from some of the refugees who are familiar with felling trees.”

      “Another way of putting it,” Garret chirped in, “is that more than half of the city still needs fortifying.”

      Vighon couldn’t disagree, even if he found the remark unhelpful. “Garrett, I want you to find Captain Whade. We have the help of Larnce and Gallow, but another twenty men helping us to dig in will get the work done faster.”

      Garrett glanced from Ruban to his commander with his signature frown. “Captain? Whade’s company are on patrol duty with Captain Flint’s. They need to be out there.”

      Vighon held up a hand, ending any further argument. “Don’t bother with Flint; he won’t help even if we beg.”

      “Captain?” the soldier continued.

      “We’re high enough to see some way into the vale,” Vighon explained impatiently. “Two patrols aren’t required. Find Whade and convince him to help us here. Get it done, Garrett…”

      Vighon walked away with Ruban in tow. He didn’t have time to argue with the man, though he still wanted to find time to understand why the experienced soldier under his command loathed his own company.

      “We need pitch,” the northman told his squire, stepping back onto the main slope.

      “Pitch, Captain?”

      “Aye, the oily stuff that sets on fire. You have heard of it, yes?”

      Vighon didn’t look at the young man, his attention drawn to the labour going on about them. The three companies worked together to dig out the trenches and heave the thick logs into place. The path in and out of the city was becoming so narrow that only ten men abreast could fit through it.

      “We need to test the catapults, but sighting anything between the snow and ash fall is going to be problematic. We need to light it with flames to judge the distance.” Vighon stopped on the muddy path and let his gaze wander over the horizon, his thoughts adrift with ideas. “Get as much oil as you can, Ruban,” he said absently.

      “Would a gallon suffice, Captain?” the squire asked politely.

      “Oh, we’re going to need a lot more than that,” the northman replied. “Orcs hate the light. We might have lost the sun as an ally in this war, but we haven’t lost fire, have we? Let’s give them fire…”

      “I will see what I can collect, Captain.”

      Vighon turned on the young man. “No, Ruban. Don’t see what you can do, just get the pitch. Use that sigil on your chest for something other than fetching laundry and get others to help you. I want all the pitch we have. Get it in barrels and have them stored on every tier of the city. Go!”

      The squire wasted more time with another bow of the head before disappearing up the slope.

      “You’re hard on him,” came the observation from behind.

      Vighon turned around to see Galanör. The elf was wearing much less than usual and his pointed ears were on show without his hood to conceal them. His cheeks were red in the cold air and his chest heaved with laboured breaths. Vighon was thankful for the ranger’s strength, often achieving the work of two men with every action.

      “I know I am,” Vighon yielded, turning back to see the squire trudging up the hill. “He’s still a boy, but I need him to be more than that.”

      “He already is,” Galanör replied. “He’s what, ten years younger than yourself? By these people’s standards he is already a man.”

      Vighon shook his head. “There’s nothing about him that’s a man. He’s a boy; a boy who’s going to have to fight for his life if he wants to see another summer. I can’t keep him safe. I can’t really keep any of them safe. I need him, just like everyone else, to be able to pick up a sword and swing it with all the rage he can muster.”

      The elf put down the supplies he had been carrying and looked Vighon in the eye. “I can see what you’re doing,” he said, angling his voice away from any listeners. “You’ve been throwing yourself into this with everything you have, but now you’re losing yourself to it. You’re distracting yourself from Alijah, aren’t you?”

      Hearing his best friend’s name stole the reply waiting on the end of his lips. He had been trying desperately not to think about it, but all he could see was the chaos and death of Grey Stone. If Alijah had been left by Gideon in a mess akin to that, what chance did he really have?

      “I don’t have time for this, Galanör.” The northman made for the lower town, where he could already see a great gathering beginning to form at the edge of the refugee camp.

      The elf, however, was relentless. “A clear mind before battle is essential,” he advised, following closely behind. “There is no better way to clear your thoughts than to speak them aloud and have them heard by another.”

      Frustrated and exhausted, Vighon turned on the ranger. “Fine. You want to know what’s going through my mind: anger. I’m angry with the fool for leaving my side in the first place. I’m angry that he got himself separated from Gideon. I’m angry that he might actually be dead and I can’t kill the bastard who took his life.

      “But, do you want to know what I’m furious about? Alijah Galfrey is the whole reason I’m standing here with the world on my shoulders and he’s not even here to help me!”

      “You mean he is the reason you care,” Galanör concluded.

      Hearing it said aloud made it all the more undeniable. “I thought we were living free, helping Hadavad here and there. Apparently, he put me in the middle of a war. Now, I’m in so deep there’s no escaping it.”

      “Escaping what?” Galanör asked, his demeanour as calm as ever.

      “Responsibility!” Vighon shot back, his voice a hiss. “Duty! Selflessness! All the things I didn’t want.”

      Irritatingly, Galanör smiled at him. “There are things in life that no man can escape. Trust me, Vighon Draqaro, you are better suited to this life than your previous one.”

      Vighon narrowed his eyes. “Sometimes, I just want to break that perfect jaw of yours…”

      Galanör smiled again, only it wasn’t his amusement that caught Vighon’s attention. Beyond him, up the muddy slope, a giant emerged.

      Seeing his incomprehension, Galanör turned around to cast his eyes over the man-mountain that approached. “Sir Borin,” he uttered.

      “The Dread…” Vighon added dryly.

      Sir Borin’s thunderous steps saw those around him busy themselves with tasks that took them away from his path. The man, if he could be called such a mundane thing, was attired in his usual yellow gambeson, emblazoned with the sigil of house Skalaf: a snake wrapped around a tree. His head was entirely hidden within the confines of his bucket-helmet. Only his dark eyes could be seen through the narrow slit.

      Complementing his massive stature, the queen’s bodyguard had a sword so big strapped to his back that it could easily have doubled as a ballista bolt.

      Whether it was instinct, the warrior’s sixth sense or simply the sight of something that was just unnatural, Vighon’s hand fell onto the hilt of his sword.

      Sir Borin came to stand right in front of the northman. “Follow.” It was the only word he said and it sent a shiver up Vighon’s spine, his voice as unnatural as his size.

      Not waiting for a response, the giant man turned around and retraced his strides up the city slope. Vighon remained where he was for a moment, contemplating whether anyone had ever spoken of hearing Sir Borin’s voice before. There was certainly no one who could say they had ignored him before.

      Galanör glanced back down the slope. “Let me get my things.”

      “No,” Vighon said halting him. “Keep helping them here, we need your arm.” Seeing the elf’s apprehension, the northman shrugged. “If he was going to kill me I’d be dead at your feet right now…”
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        * * *

      

      Having made a conscious effort to stay behind Sir Borin on their trek up to The Dragon Keep, Vighon now found himself standing in front of the giant. It made bowing before the queen an unnerving experience.

      Seated upright in her bed, Queen Yelifer was shrouded in the shadows of her gloomy four-post bed and thick drapes. Her hands came to rest on her lap, in the light of a torch. They were sickly, pale, and covered in red blotches. Vighon fought the urge to take a step back but, considering who was standing behind him, the northman decided to root his feet in place.

      The chamber was a curious one, absent of the expected luxuries of royalty. Instead, it was decorated with tattered books and alchemy equipment. There was more than one artefact Vighon would have expected to find in a mage’s room. Perhaps, he thought, she really had earned her title as the war-witch of the north.

      “You’re his boy, then…” Yelifer croaked.

      Vighon hated every syllable. “Arlon… Lord Draqaro is my father in blood alone, your Grace.”

      “There is more to father and son than blood?” the queen replied incredulously. “Do you not owe him your loyalty? He has made you a captain of Namdhor. He has given you respect and power.”

      Speaking to the queen, Vighon knew he should take care when it came to his choice of words and tone, but discussing his father brought the worst out in him. “If you truly knew Arlon Draqaro, your Grace, you would know that he’s never given anyone anything.”

      “Yes,” Yelifer said with the hint of a smile in her tone. “Everything has a price. I believe you spent some of your youth in Namdhor, serving your father no less.”

      This was beginning to go down a path Vighon greatly wished to avoid. “I did, your Grace.”

      “Then you know of the service your father provided during the civil war,” the queen concluded.

      “I do, your Grace.” Vighon would have elaborated, but he assumed detailing their arrangement would be something of an offence, given how Arlon had turned on the queen in recent years.

      “Arlon Draqaro will offer you the world in one hand and stab you in the heart with the other,” Yelifer said wistfully. “I shouldn’t complain, I suppose. Thanks to your father and his associates, I have worn the crown for twenty years now. That’s longer than my predecessor, and his family name was Tion.”

      Vighon heard it all but he couldn’t help but glance over his shoulder, convinced Sir Borin was holding his mighty sword over his head. The giant stood perfectly still, however, his gaze resting firmly on his queen.

      “I am no fool,” Yelifer continued, her tone serious. “I know my reign is reaching its end. I also know who will replace me on the throne. That will make you a prince…”

      Vighon hadn’t looked at it that way before, nor did he care to. “The title is meaningless,” he replied. “Arlon Draqaro doesn’t share power, nor does he take counsel. I would just be another piece on the board.”

      “How insightful of you,” the queen purred. “It seems you do know your father…”

      Vighon didn’t know what to say to that. Instead, he kept quiet and waited awkwardly in the silence that followed. Many words had passed between them now and he was still no closer to understanding why the queen had summoned him.

      “I like you, Vighon,” Yelifer finally said. “Do you know why?”

      “No, your Grace.”

      The queen sat forward, bringing her haggard face and bloodshot eyes into the light. “Because Arlon is afraid of you,” she said, surprising the northman. “In all my years dealing with Arlon and The Ironsworn, even during the war when there were plenty of hard men to challenge him, no one ever frightened him like you do.” Yelifer smiled, revealing yellow teeth. “I like that…”

      Vighon struggled to reconcile the queen’s words with everything he knew of his father. “I’m afraid I don’t…” the northman stumbled over his reply.

      “Yes,” the queen cut in, “he’s very good at manipulating people. On the one hand it would appear he has elevated your position in the world. Given you power and a responsibility you truly feel is yours to own. He has put a gold cloak on your back, men under your command, and a place in The Dragon Keep. But, what he’s really done is ensure you die before anyone else.”

      Now, that Vighon could agree with, having considered it himself. He had just never considered the reason was out of fear.

      “When this city comes under siege,” Yelifer continued, “you will be one of few who stand against the tide of orcs. Dragons or not, how long do you really think you will last? To my eyes, he is making sure you are removed from the picture.”

      “Why would he fear me… your Grace?” he added, forgetting for a moment who he was speaking to.

      Yelifer retreated back into the shadows. “I would rather not contemplate the dark things that dwell in your father’s mind. But fear you, he does. That much I can see.”

      Vighon glanced at the hulking form behind him. “Your Grace,” he began tentatively, “would this not be simpler if Sir Borin here was to simply have a disagreement with Arlon?”

      Yelifer chuckled and coughed. “Oh, that would be much simpler, yes, Captain. Unfortunately, Sir Borin is a little more complicated than that…”

      Seeing that the queen wasn’t going to elaborate, Vighon felt compelled to question, “Why, may I ask, have you summoned me, your Grace?”

      “You are a captain of Namdhor now, Vighon Draqaro. That makes you my subject, and I can summon my subjects as I please.” The queen paused and her tone lightened. “Come closer, boy.”

      Vighon was hesitant to move a muscle, but he dared not defy her. He stopped by the side of the bed and did his best to hide any displeasure from the odours that assaulted him.

      “Those who carry swords,” she began, “often believe you can only get the measure of a person if you fight them. They’re wrong. Only with words can you really dig into someone’s soul. The truth of a person must be teased out.”

      Vighon took a breath, drawing his eyes away from the queen for a moment. “Have you been taking the measure of me, your Grace?”

      Yelifer offered the northman a wicked smile. “I believe I have.” The queen nodded her head towards the table in the middle of the chamber. “Tell me what you see.”

      Happy to be anywhere in the room but by her side, Vighon walked over to the table and discovered a long, narrow chest.

      “Open it, then,” the queen instructed.

      Vighon unlocked the latches and lifted the lid back. He marvelled at the length of steel inside, a sword of fine craftsmanship. The hilt was wrapped in a black strap and finished with a lion’s head for a pommel, the sigil of house Tion.

      “It’s a sword,” he said, his eyes refusing to pull away from the blade.

      “A crude description,” Yelifer replied dryly. “Remove it. Feel the weight in your hands.”

      Vighon willingly obliged and took the sword in hand. It was remarkably light, a fact that made him instantly doubt that the weapon was useful for anything but being an ornament.

      “It’s… exquisite, your Grace.” He couldn’t think of anything else to say about it. He loved swords above all other weapons, but a sword made for nothing but adorning a wall was no more interesting than a landscape painting.

      Queen Yelifer chuckled to herself, though it sounded more like a coughing fit. “You have no idea what you wield, do you, boy?”

      Vighon inspected the sword again, wondering if there was something he had missed, an inscription perhaps.

      “A thousand years ago,” Yelifer shared, “this kingdom and all of Illian was ruled for a time by Gal Tion. His right-hand man was a knight by the name of Sir Tyberius Gray. You know this name?”

      Vighon nodded; how could he not know? “Tyberius Gray founded the Graycoats after The Dragon War.”

      “Ah, yes,” the queen commented as a side note, “you lived with the Galfreys as a child. Then, I’m sure you know all about the order of knights and their fortress home of West Fellion.”

      Again, Vighon nodded along. “West Fellion was destroyed in the beginning of The War for the Realm,” he said, recalling Nathaniel Galfrey’s stories.

      “It was indeed. The ruins still remain.” The queen paused again, her shadowy silhouette turning away as if her memories played out before her. “When the civil war was coming to an end, just over twenty years ago, I knew I would need something to show the people of the north that the same lions who had ruled over their ancestors would continue to rule them now. But, the house of my late husband is not that of the lion.

      “Unlike my opponents for the throne, however, I knew of a relic that represented the house of Tion itself. You see, a thousand years ago, when Tyberius Gray went his own way, his services complete in the eyes of Gal Tion, he was gifted a sword, the sword. The sword of the north…”

      Vighon looked down at the blade in his hand with new eyes, the revelation of what he held dawning on him. This wasn’t a sword of steel or some weaker mineral, it was silvyr!

      The queen pointed at the weapon. “That sword was hung in the office of every Lord Marshal of West Fellion for a millennium. Considering its obvious allegiance to the north, they never wielded it. It took some work, damn hard work, but we managed to dig through the ruins and find it. I brought it back to the north, claiming my kingdom with that sword in hand. The people roared, cheering my name. In their eyes, my right to sit on the throne was all the more legitimate with that piece of silvyr.”

      “It is certainly a fine blade, your Grace.”

      “It’s yours,” Yelifer replied flatly.

      “Mine?” Vighon had been given very few things in his life, but nothing as valuable as this: it felt like a trap.

      “Well, I can’t wield it and Sir Borin would only use it to pick his teeth.”

      Vighon was shaking his head. “I… I can’t, I mean I don’t have—”

      Queen Yelifer held up her hand, silencing him. “I am not Arlon Draqaro. I require nothing in return. I only hope that possessing such a weapon will ensure your survival in the coming days. I hate to think of a world in which the lord of Namdhor knows no fear.”

      It was a great gift, and one which Vighon wouldn’t be foolish enough to decline, but he had been in Namdhor long enough to know when the pieces were being moved around on the board. He was still just a pawn in a game he didn’t know how to play.

      “Thank you, your Grace.” The northman bowed his head.

      “Don’t forget the scabbard,” Yelifer added, indicating the leather sheath inside the chest. “That silvyr will cut you to ribbons if you mishandle it.”

      Again, Vighon bowed his head, thanking the queen for her advice. “I will defend Namdhor with it,” he replied, unable to think of anything else to say.

      “No,” Yelifer stressed, “you defend the realm now. Don’t let your father get in the way of that…”

      The queen’s hand waved through the air and Sir Borin opened the door behind Vighon. Apparently, their conversation was at an end. The northman bowed one last time and waited for the door to close behind him before taking a gulp of air. His sigh was long and full of relief.

      Then he heard Arlon’s voice and his guard came right back up.

      “The sword of the north!” he proclaimed, leaning back against the wall, between the arching windows. “That’s quite the gift. I hate to think what you had to do to earn—”

      “What do you want?” Vighon demanded, cutting him off.

      Arlon pushed off from the wall and confronted his son, though his eyes never left the sword in Vighon’s hand. “I placed you in charge of defences, yet I have received no report. Must I come down into the city and see for myself?”

      “I didn’t think you would care,” Vighon shot back. “I thought you had this magical weapon to take care of the orcs.”

      “Yes,” Arlon replied, dragging his sight from the ancient sword. “Well, it would seem that this smaller army, in the west, will arrive earlier than their comrades in the east.”

      Vighon looked about Arlon’s person. “I take it you don’t have this magical weapon yet?”

      “Not yet, but I will do very soon. We just need to hold out against the orcs from the west.”

      “You mean the three thousand orcs?” Vighon checked sarcastically. “You want to know if we’re ready to defend against them?”

      Arlon straightened his back, composing himself. “I’m sure the Dragorn will be of some use, but yes, I would like to know that the task I set you is being done to the best of your ability. What you do is a reflection on me, after all.”

      Vighon looked at his father long and hard, wondering if there really was any hint of fear behind those eyes. If there was, he couldn’t see it. As always, Arlon maintained his air of superiority.

      “The city is defensible,” Vighon reported, “but it isn’t the buildings or this keep that I worry about. The lower town, the camps; they’re all exposed out there. I need to get them onto the slope, behind the defences. Defences, by the way, that are slow to be put in place because we don’t have the manpower. At this rate, we’ll be lucky if even half of the city is ready before the orcs arrive.”

      Arlon stepped aside and turned his gaze to the view beyond the window. Namdhor was laid out below them, a light sprinkling of ash between the city and The White Vale.

      “I don’t care how you get it done, Vighon. Just be ready when the orcs are at our gate.”

      Vighon had heard his father say that before, when he was part of The Ironsworn. He would be given tasks, gruesome ones at that, and told to get the job done. Arlon never cared how it was done; he just needed results.

      “I thought you wanted to be king,” Vighon countered. “Shouldn’t a king want to know how things get done in his realm?”

      Without warning, Arlon unclasped his fingers and backhanded Vighon across the face. The northman could taste blood on his lips and he turned on his father with one hand reaching for the hilt of the silvyr sword. That was the moment two Ironsworn thugs made themselves known at each end of the hall.

      Vighon paused, leaving the blade in its scabbard. Arlon flicked his finger in the air and the thugs slunk back into the shadows.

      “If you want to take a swing, please do,” Arlon baited. “I’m sure you know what will happen next…”

      Vighon had more than enough scars to know the punishment his father was capable of handing out. Taking a breath, the northman released his grip on the hilt and continued to simply hold the sword in its scabbard.

      “If that’s all, my lord?”

      Arlon leaned into his ear. “Don’t be a disappointment…” The lord of Namdhor strode away, his heels loud against the stone floors.

      Vighon wiped the blood from his lips and stormed out of The Dragon Keep. He had decided that any Ironsworn unlucky enough to bump into him on his way out would end up on their back with a broken nose. He was somewhat dismayed to find himself exiting the main gates and making his way to the lower city without any blood on his knuckles.

      The Ironsworn may have been lucky enough to have stayed out of his path, but the priest of Atilan, barring a group of refugees from entering the enormous cathedral, was not. The northman stopped in his tracks and watched the priest physically push a woman back.

      “You cannot come in!” he barked. “There’s no room for you here!”

      Vighon marched over with all the authority he could muster. The group parted for him and he soon found himself standing in front of the priest, who appeared relieved to see him.

      “Ah, thank Atilan! My good sir, these people—”

      “Stand aside,” Vighon ordered, his foul mood easily detected in his tone.

      The priest hesitated, reassessing what he had assumed was an ally. “But, these people—”

      Vighon pushed his arm into the priest and shoved him back against the door. The force of it threw the doors open, revealing an interior of immense size. The priest’s feeble attempts to resist did nothing to stop Vighon, who craned his neck to take in all the space.

      “No room, eh?” The northman pushed the priest away and turned to the refugees still standing in the freezing cold. “Come inside, all of you! Find somewhere to rest. This is your home for the time being.”

      “No!” the priest protested, unable to prevent the mob from flooding the temple. “This is a place of worship! This is Atilan’s house!”

      “Now, it’s everyone’s house,” Vighon retorted. “You there!” He pulled one of the refugees aside. “Go down to the camp and tell anyone who will listen that the churches are opening their doors. All of them.”

      The young man shoulder-barged the priest on his way out, but the holy man wasn’t done with his protests.

      “You can’t do this! The church of Atilan is a great contributor to The Iron… To the lord of Namdhor! He will not be pleased!”

      “I’m counting on it.” Vighon made to leave, hoping that when his father did hear of this, he would know that he was getting it done. “Oh, and priest?” he called, pausing in the doorway. “If I hear that any other temple closes their doors, I will be coming back for you.”

      He hadn’t spilled any blood and there were no broken bones on his account, but Vighon walked down the slope feeling much better.
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      Retracing their steps through the empty kingdom of Vengora, Doran looked upon the remains of his ancestors with great pity. Their deaths should have been avenged by the alliance when the orcs were driven to the brink of extinction and exiled into The Undying Mountains.

      Now, the orcs had returned to conquer the world once more. It felt to Doran as if his kin had died for nothing. They had lost their kingdom - their home - but their victory over those foul beasts had been considered a trade the dwarves could live with.

      All for naught…

      It was in his blood to hate orcs, regardless of the fact that he had never met one. Doran was filled with mounting sorrow. While they had been the victims of manipulation, puppets for The Black Hand, the orcs had risen from the depths and made a mockery of what had long been considered his people’s finest moment in history.

      The son of Dorain paused by the edge of the light, produced by an orb that followed them overhead. He saw the broken skull of an orc and thought about kicking it across the expanse of the enormous hall. Then, he thought about the monsters that now called Vengora their home and decided to leave the skull where it was.

      Soon, he thought, he would be burying his sword into a breathing orc.

      The mages were behind him, with Reyna floating between them, reminding the dwarf of his responsibilities. He would spill orc blood, but he had also made a promise to Nathaniel and he now protected the most precious thing in the knight’s life. Reyna’s safety would have to come before he went charging into battle.

      Doran examined her closely as she floated by. The white light of the accompanying orb didn’t help her complexion. Her skin still had the appearance of being too thin and stretched over too much body, despite her slight frame.

      The dwarf looked down at the bundle of cloth hooked into his belt, its contents the cause of Reyna’s ill-health. He wondered how much of the elf was in the Moonblade, her essence stolen by the weapon. He now possessed the most powerful blade in the world, but Doran felt it wasn’t worth the price of even nearly losing Reyna.

      If, however, the Moonblade did prove to be as important as Killian Torvaris claimed it would be, Doran knew that Reyna would have willingly given her life for it.

      In his moment of reflection, the mages and their light were disappearing ahead of him. Doran broke his reverie and hurried to overtake them, determined to lead them out of the mountains without further conflict.

      After a brief rest for the mages, and many hours later, Doran finally brought them to the narrow hall that had been tunnelled through by the Namdhorians. Throughout their journey, the son of Dorain had questioned the court mages on everything they knew regarding the invasion. The dwarf had nearly tripped over himself when they told him of the ash clouds that had swallowed the sky.

      A loud and monstrous snarl echoed from inside the tunnel, halting the group from rounding the corner. Doran looked back at the mages and knew he couldn’t ask them to step away from Reyna, who was in constant need of their healing magic. With a hand signal, the dwarf instructed them to wait where they were.

      He removed the sword from his back and edged along the hewn stone until he was at the edge of the jagged tunnel. The snarl came again, only louder this time. The smell wasn’t great, either. Doran tilted his head and let one eye roam over the long tunnel. It was dark, without even a hint of light from the other side.

      Doran blinked hard, his eyes quite accustomed to the dark. Still, the abyss of the long tunnel was too thick for even his eyes to pierce. The monster snarled again and its feet beat against the ground. It knew they were there.

      The son of Dorain turned back to the anxious mages and signalled for one of them to direct the orb of light into the tunnel. They needed to get through it, for Reyna’s sake if nothing else. If that meant Doran had to run head-long into some beastie then that’s exactly what he was going to do.

      The orb rounded the sharp corner and entered the tunnel at some speed. Doran ran in after it with his sword brandished high and a war cry on his lips.

      “Come on, ye evil fiend o’ hell!” the dwarf yelled as the beast hurled itself towards him.

      In a confusing clash of light, stark shadows, and horrendous snarls, Doran came face to face with Pig, his loyal Warhog. Loyal or not, Pig continued its charge long after it realised who the obnoxiously loud dwarf was. The son of Dorain managed half a smile of recognition before the impact of the Warhog reversed his direction and sent him back into the dwarven hall.

      On the floor, with his back to the stone, Doran opened his eyes to see Pig about to lick his face from chin to hairline. “No, ye stupid—” His words were lost in the sloppy lick. “A’right, A’right! Enough with ye now…” The dwarf found his feet and calmed the nervous mages. “There’s nothin’ to fear from this one,” he told them, patting the Warhog affectionately. “I can’ believe ye’ve been waitin’ for me, boy!” He laughed to himself and checked the mount over, impressed with the animal for once.

      Doran left the mages to their bewilderment and jumped onto the saddle, sure that the Warhog had lost some weight. “Right, let’s be finishin’ this journey. Namdhor is jus’ south o’ ’ere an’ I mean to set eyes on these orcs! Ye lot keep the princess warm an’ by Grarfath’s wrath ye had better keep her alive! Come on!”

      A quick dig of his heels set Pig in motion. It was time to return to Illian…
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        * * *

      

      Nathaniel Galfrey hadn’t been in the bracing winds for more than a minute before the Heavybelly hunters were upon him. The old knight had taken a sharp turn to the east and followed a narrow ridge line along the mountainside in his bid to escape.

      When the first crossbow bolt skimmed the cliff face to his right, spraying his face with pellets, Nathaniel wondered if he had asked for too much adventure out of this trip. The only blessing to being hunted by a pack of killer dwarves was the distraction it proved. His journey through the ancient halls had been accompanied by terrible thoughts and fears for his wife.

      The old Graycoat ran as fast as he dared along the stony path. Were he to fall to his left, he would likely survive, thanks to the sloping snow, but he would be at the mercy of the dwarves. Since he wasn’t an elf, scaling the cliff face to his right wasn’t an option either. His only saving grace came from the path itself, which wound left and right, creating natural shelters from the line of sight.

      That didn’t stop the occasional crossbow bolt from digging into the rock in front of him as they climbed up. Nathaniel was tempted to use Reyna’s bow. The enchanted weapon would have him rid of the pursuit in one or two shots, but it would undoubtedly kill the dwarves. That was something he couldn’t do.

      A great gust of wind slammed into the mountain, pushing Nathaniel into the cliff face. He knocked his knee and fell to the path, cutting his hands in the process. The old knight cursed and reminded himself that dying alone on a mountain top was not to be his fate. Asher had died to give him this life and he wasn’t going to give up on it because of a little breeze.

      Nathaniel rarely found himself in dire situations such as this anymore, but when he did, he would always think about his lost friend. What would Asher do, he would think. Cutting the dwarves down was the only thing that came to mind, so Nathaniel did the only thing left to him.

      He rolled off the side…

      The drop was short and cushioned by the snow. It was that same thick snow, however, that would hinder his escape. There was nothing for it. He pushed forward, throwing his weight down the mountain just as the Heavybellys appeared on the ridge above.

      They barked at him in dwarvish, their curses lost in the howling wind. So loud was the wind that Nathaniel missed the sound of the crossbow being reloaded. Had another dwarf not thrown a single-bladed axe in the knight’s direction, Nathaniel wouldn’t have dived forward and the bolt would have killed him. When he looked up from the slope, his face covered in snow, the bolt in question had struck an outcropping of rocks and rebounded.

      Deciding that he wouldn’t give the dwarf a second chance, he jumped to his feet and continued to flee before the next bolt could be loaded. A quick glance over his shoulder informed the old Graycoat that the Heavybellys were determined to follow him. The first two to jump down from the ridge, however, vanished in the deep pile. With only their heads sticking out of the snow, they could do nothing but hurl profanities at Nathaniel.

      The knight made it to the outcropping of rocks and climbed the nearest boulder. Aware that he wasn’t out of range yet, he decided not to linger.

      It wasn’t long before the distant sounds of the dwarves failed to find Nathaniel’s ears over the wind and terrain. Staying below the ridge line, the old knight continued to travel east, keeping the valley to his left. It was slow progress through the angled snow and sporadic outcroppings of rock, but Nathaniel preferred his chances with the environment rather than the dwarves.

      He trekked through the snows and over the mountain slopes, avoiding the ridges above as well as the valley below. Having crossed a frozen plain of The Largo River, Nathaniel finally found rest behind a cluster of rocks and lonely pines that collected over a jagged ledge.

      The old knight moved cautiously between the sparse trees and boulders, his eyes fixed over the edge. There before him was camped a dwarven army, their numbers so vast they almost filled the breadth of the valley. Nathaniel couldn’t even hope to count them all, but there were undoubtedly thousands of them.

      Creeping farther down the ledge of the outcropping, he leaned against the bark of a tree and huddled himself against the bitter cold. Farther east still, more camp fires and tents could be seen, though they were too far away to belong to this army.

      “Namdhorians…” he uttered, the word reduced to steam before him.

      Four dwarven words and a questioning tone resounded from below the ledge. Nathaniel cursed his stupidity and backed away from the lip. He waited. The sound of crunching snow and grating armour found his ears in the dying wind. Hiding behind the largest boulder, the old knight dared to look over the top.

      He immediately dropped back down.

      On the other side was a pair of dwarves, each sporting a colourful beard and long hair. From what Doran had told him, there was only one clan that would dye their hair blue and green: The Brightbeards. They were at the bottom of the dwarven hierarchy, but that didn’t stop them being vastly superior to the Namdhorians in the east.

      Finding no cause for alarm, the dwarven scouts returned to their patrol and left the rocky ledge. Nathaniel sighed in relief and decided he wouldn’t stay in case they retraced their steps.

      More hours of trekking were required before he was perfectly positioned between the two armies. He had decided, given the distance he had covered, that it would be safe to ascend to a higher ridge.

      There was no sign of the Heavybellys, a fact his exhausted muscles were thankful for. Nathaniel hoped that the hunting party had also discovered The Brightbeards and gone down to greet them. The only down side, of course, would be if The Brightbeards offered some of their own and added to the hunting party.

      With that thought, and a waning sun, Nathaniel decided to put his mind to work. Namdhor, nay all of Illian, needed this army of man to turn around. The knight sat on the edge of the ridge and watched the two armies from afar, searching for something that might help him. He could present himself to whoever was leading the Namdhorians, he reasoned. But, what would he say? There were no words that could turn the whole army around, not from the likes of him. His name was famous, but he had no way of proving he was the Nathaniel Galfrey.

      It was likely they didn’t know about the orcs or the invasion of their homeland. Perhaps he could simply inform them of this terrible fact and they would turn around. Of course, he would have to explain what an orc is to all of them…

      He needed to physically move thousands of soldiers, but how? Seeing them from so far away, the Namdhorians were more of a dark blob staining the white valley, the individual soldiers impossible to make out. Seeing them like that made them appear as one entity to Nathaniel’s eyes. That imagery alone began to shape his thoughts, allowing him to come at the problem from another angle.

      He couldn’t go down there and turn each of them around one at a time and command them to march home. He needed to move them all at once and give them no choice but to return to Namdhor. To do that, he needed something equal in size as a deterrent to advancing. He looked west and set his gaze upon the smaller force of Brightbeards. The dwarves should have been deterrent enough, especially since they were renowned for being deadly warriors, not to mention the other five armies in Dhenaheim.

      Deflated again, Nathaniel paced the ridge. If an army of dwarves couldn’t turn them back, what could he possibly do to shift them? The old Graycoat kicked a stone over the edge and listened to the cascade effect it had on the rocky slope. The stone disturbed several rocks on its way down, creating a trickling of loose pebbles and debris.

      Nathaniel looked over the edge and watched the stones fall. He continued to watch. He was frozen to the spot, his eyes locked on the waterfall of rocks below. Why was he transfixed by the sight? The knight knew a solution had just presented itself to him, but in his fatigue he couldn’t put his finger on it.

      Then he looked up.

      Across the valley, looming over them all was a mountain, its face thick with snow. It was just sitting there, between the two armies, like a god watching its creations.

      Nathaniel blinked. He looked back down at the cascading rocks and back up to the adjacent mountain. Then he held up Reyna’s bow, his eyes flitting between the weapon and the mountain or, more specifically, the tons of snow.

      Could he do it? he thought. Could the bow? In all the years Reyna had been firing Adellum’s bow, not once had Nathaniel seen an arrow curve, regardless of the distance.

      The knight returned to his pacing again, his thoughts racing. If he struck the mountain there was no question as to the level of destruction the arrow would cause, but would it be enough? Would it cover the valley and see the Namdhorians turned around? Considering the bow’s power again, Nathaniel wondered if the arrow would cause too much damage and blow the top of the mountain into the sea beyond it.

      What other choice did he have? If he didn’t act soon, both armies would collide and Illian would fall. The worst that could happen was that the arrow did in fact curve and it simply skidded across the valley, leaving the mountain untouched.

      Nathaniel nocked an arrow and flexed his back muscles. “Let’s see what you can really do…”

      He pulled back on the string, shocked by the lack of strength required. His aim was high, but not too high, since he didn’t need to take the distance into account. He just needed to strike the sheet of snow towards the top of the mountain.

      He released the arrow.

      Nathaniel watched the arrow fly into the distance with all of his hope. As swift as the arrow was, and it was faster than any other from a conventional bow, it still took some time crossing the valley. The old Graycoat marvelled at its accuracy and bold defiance in the face of wind resistance and gravity. Like a comet streaking through the sky, the arrow plunged into the adjacent mountain, disappearing into the snow until it found solid rock.

      From this distance, Nathaniel neither heard nor felt anything from the impact. That came some time later. What he saw, however, was several tons of rock explode from within the mountain, shortly followed by a mighty sheet of snow and ice. The knight stepped forward with bated breath, shocked at what he had accomplished with a single arrow.

      The snow poured down the mountainside, continuously diving over itself in an effort to reach the valley floor. The largest chunks of rock smashed into the ground first, shattering into a thousand pieces. It wasn’t long before the avalanche piled in behind the rock, filling the valley like a river pushing through a broken dam.

      The violent reaction set off a chain of avalanches across the mountains. That was decidedly not good. Nathaniel started for the nearest slope, his destination the Namdhorian camp. They appeared to be reacting already to the collapse of the first mountainside, but if he was to join them he needed to get ahead of the next avalanche.

      He skidded, slipped, and fell on his way down. As he broke away from the mountainside, he could see clearly the divide that had been created by the rock and snow, a physical barrier between both armies.

      Running flat out across the valley floor, Nathaniel could see that he wasn’t going to reach them in time. He was halfway between them and the mountainside when the sound of horses advanced on him from behind.

      “He’s no scout of ours!” one of the riders proclaimed.

      Nathaniel turned around and saw three riders of Namdhor bearing down on him. “We don’t have time!” Nathaniel shouted, gesturing to the collapsing mountains. “We need to get out of this valley now!”

      The Namdhorian riders looked to the approaching waves of snow with great trepidation. “Let’s go!” one of them cried, setting his horse off into a gallop.

      The second rider quickly followed behind him but the third paused beside Nathaniel. “Get on, quickly!”

      Nathaniel didn’t need to hear the invitation a second time. Astride the horse, the pair galloped east, towards the bulk of the army. They had abandoned their camp, tents and all, and found their horses instead.

      Ready for war at a moment’s notice, thousands of saddled mounts ran through the camp as towering waves of snow crashed over the ground between the two armies. Nathaniel glanced over his shoulder and urged his rider to spur the horse on. The farthest tents were wiped out in a rush of white, the fires extinguished, and any semblance of a camp removed from the earth.

      Thousands of horses galloped through the valley for another mile before they could dare rest, beyond the falling sheets of snow. It would be some time before they could accomplish any kind of headcount and check for missing men. Nathaniel had looked around the camp as they passed through it and couldn’t recall seeing anyone. They had had plenty of time to flee the first, and intended avalanche, but the second and third had come as a surprise to everyone.

      Shocked as he was to have not only survived that, but also having instigated it, Nathaniel missed the fact that his rider was taking them through the chaotic din to their general.

      “Sir!” the rider called, grabbing Nathaniel’s attention. “Get off,” he added over his shoulder.

      Nathaniel obliged and jumped down. He was suddenly surrounded by Namdhorian soldiers, all on horseback and all wielding spears. The old Graycoat felt very small.

      “Found this one on patrol, Sir, before the avalanche. He’s not with us.”

      The surrounding riders parted for a new man on horseback to trot through. Ironsworn. Everything about him screamed Ironsworn to Nathaniel, from his permanent expression of confusion to the tattoos visible on his neck. He got down from his horse and walked up to Nathaniel with all the confidence of a man who had been given too much power and not enough education.

      “Are you the cause of this?” he demanded, looking the knight up and down. “Have you checked him for a wand?” he asked the rider.

      “No, Sir…” the rider mumbled.

      The Ironsworn sneered and turned his attention back to Nathaniel. “Don’t move. Move so much as your little finger and I’ll cut you down, you hear? You two, get down here and search him for magic.”

      Nathaniel held up his arms and let the men search him for the wand he didn’t possess. Keeping the truth of his part in the avalanche to himself, however, was probably for the best.

      “I’m not a mage,” he insisted. “My name is Nathaniel Galfrey, Ambassador Nathaniel Galfrey.” Looking at the faces around him, it was easy to see those who recognised his name and title. There was one soldier in particular, a captain by his uniform, who discreetly passed a message on to the soldier behind him.

      “Galfrey?” The Ironsworn repeated. “The same Galfrey that fought in The War for the Realm?”

      “Aye, that’s me,” Nathaniel confirmed. “I’ve been on an errand for Queen Yelifer, one that has led me here, to you. I passed through the mountains to get ahead of you before the dwarves engaged.”

      The Ironsworn dismissed the two men patting the knight down and looked at him with obvious disbelief. “The Nathaniel Galfrey was sent, through Vengora, on his own, to deliver a message to me?” The thug laughed. “You must think I was born yesterday. You’re coming across as more of a dwarven spy to me.”

      Nathaniel stopped his eyes from rolling. “Do I look like a dwarf?”

      The Ironsworn took the measure of him again. “Go on then, Ambassador. Deliver this message you’ve travelled so far for.”

      Nathaniel projected his voice. “Illian has been invaded from the south. A foreign army calling themselves orcs have taken all but Namdhor. Your queen and countrymen need you all to turn back and meet this invader before the north falls.”

      The Ironsworn held his serious expression for a second longer. Then he laughed. Nathaniel would have felt defeated had he been surrounded by derision, but only The Ironsworn was laughing. The rest, it seemed, had either heard him and had the right response or they were still in shock from the sudden avalanche that had nearly killed them all.

      “You’re a funny man,” The Ironsworn continued. “But, until I get word from Lord Draqaro himself, this army is marching west and holding the entrance to Vengora.”

      Nathaniel shook his head. “Did you not hear what I said? Most of Illian has already fallen to these orcs!”

      “Can you prove it?” The Ironsworn spat back.

      “I am a man of my word,” Nathaniel protested. “Besides, on the other side of that snowfall lies an army of dwarves and behind them lies another five! Lord Draqaro’s command is folly. You will all perish doing what? Holding a cave?”

      The Ironsworn hooked his thumbs in his belt, loving the power he wielded. “You should have crafted some better lies, dwarf spy. We’re going west, dwarves or no dwarves.”

      Nathaniel was about to renew his argument when The Ironsworn thug received a blow to the back of the head and collapsed at the knight’s feet. Behind him stood the captain who had discreetly dismounted and drawn his dagger, a dagger which now had a bloody pommel.

      “Captain Vorn,” he announced, holding out his arm. “Well met, Ambassador Galfrey.”

      Nathaniel hesitated before embracing forearms with the man. “Well met, Captain Vorn… You believe I am who I say I am?”

      “Aye. I saw you when I was a younger man, when you offered help in the civil war.” The captain eyed Nathaniel with wonderment. “Just as the stories say…”

      “What’s that?” the knight asked.

      Captain Vorn looked him up and down. “You haven’t aged a day.”

      Nathaniel didn’t want to get into the reason for his longevity. “Well, I appreciate you taking command.”

      “Sorry you had to see that,” the captain apologised. “I just couldn’t stand to hear another word fly out of that moron’s mouth without a thought behind it.”

      Nathaniel held up a hand. “I’m sure I would have done the same in your position, Captain. Maybe even a few days earlier…”

      “Lord Draqaro gave him command in place of General Morkas,” Vorn explained. “The fool didn’t understand a thing about marching an army over terrain like this.” The captain looked over the riders that surrounded them. “Journeying into Dhenaheim to face one dwarven army after another isn’t our idea of serving the north. Especially just to hold some cave…”

      Every second they wasted talking was more ground gained by the orcs. “The cave in question has already been explored and holds no value,” Nathaniel rushed through his explanation. “What I said about a foreign invasion is very true. This army needs to turn around and return to Namdhor before all is lost.”

      “You could have said anything, Ambassador Galfrey, and I would still turn this army around rather than order my men to combat dwarves. If our land really is under threat, the men of Namdhor will see it met with steel!”

      Nathaniel was suddenly in the middle of a lot of activity. Soldiers were given orders that needed to reach thousands of ears. The old knight stepped over the unconscious Ironsworn and followed Captain Vorn into the swarm of riders.

      Vorn gestured to The Ironsworn’s riderless horse. “You can have his horse, Ambassador Galfrey. He can walk back through The Iron valley.”

      “Much appreciated.” Nathaniel took the reins of the horse and got a loftier view of the riders of Namdhor. “How many men do you have?”

      “Just under nine thousand,” Vorn replied between barking orders.

      That sounded impressive to Nathaniel. He only hoped they wouldn’t be too late…
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      After descending to the base of the city, Vighon’s golden cloak was grey with ash and his dark leathers muddied having stopped on occasion to lend a hand with the movement of supplies.

      The defence of the lower half of the city was almost complete, with spikes dug in rows across the tiers and quivers of arrows positioned along the lines. He could see engineers were tending to the catapults, readying them for testing.

      Though his eyes wandered over their efforts, his mind was beginning to feel a little cluttered. He had Yelifer on one side and Arlon on the other, both of whom wished to use him for something. The northman was still trying to understand half of what the queen had said.

      Arlon was not a fearful man. He acted with swift precision against his enemies, eliminating any need for fear. So, why would he be afraid of Vighon?

      Holding the incredibly light sword in his hand only complicated things further. In his possession was not only a gift from a queen, but it was a sword of pure silvyr! Then, there was the blade’s history to consider…

      Vighon gripped the scabbard all the tighter and shook his head, hoping to clear out his questions and the never-ending deceptions that surrounded The Dragon Keep. They were fighting for power and thrones, as if there wasn’t an army of orcs about to invade the city.

      The idea of being on the front line when the orcs arrived was beginning to sound preferable to spending one more minute in those gloomy halls. At least on the battlefield he could think clearly. There was nothing complicated about fighting. It was like breathing.

      The northman complimented the Skids as he passed them by, all knee deep in the snow and mud. They heaved logs and dug deep into their reserves, proving to the other companies that the Skids were to be reckoned with. Vighon just hoped their efforts defending the city translated into their fighting ability.

      The hard truth was staring him in the face: not all of them were going to survive. The youngest and most inexperienced of the Skids would fall to the orcs, unaccustomed, as they were, to being surrounded by enemies.

      Ruban’s exhausted form appeared from behind a stack of barrels. The young man looked to have been worked to the bone, but at least he had a few helping hands. They still needed more oil, however.

      “Captain…” The squire defied his exhaustion and presented himself as ready.

      “Here.” Vighon handed Ruban the silvyr sword in its scabbard. “Put it with my armour and make sure it’s safe.”

      The squire bowed his head and took the sword, his eyes drawn immediately to the lion’s head. “Is this…”

      “Apparently so,” Vighon quickly replied, not wanting to get into it.

      Ruban was almost giddy holding it. “This is the sword of the north!” he exclaimed.

      Vighon didn’t like the attention that garnered. “Just put it with my things,” he commanded quietly.

      Any excitement in the young man was quickly extinguished. “As you wish, Captain.”

      Vighon could hear Galanör’s words ringing in his head. “Wait!” he called after the squire. “You did well today, with the pitch and… everything.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      Vighon could see that his words hadn’t really done much for the young man. “I mean it, you’ve done well. It isn’t easy convincing others to help you. Everything you’ve done these past few days is going to help us keep these people safe. That counts for something.”

      The hint of an appreciative smile flickered across Ruban’s face. “Thank you, Captain,” he said with more sincerity.

      Leaving the squire to his orders, Vighon turned to address the problem of the growing mob between the lower town and the refugee camp.

      “They want to see you,” Galanör explained, his attention also on the mob.

      Vighon scrutinised the mass of men. “Thedomir…” he breathed. Seeing so many fighters growing together in such a small space had a touch of trouble attached to it. “Are your swords nearby?” he asked the elf.

      “I can get them,” he replied.

      “There shouldn’t be any bother,” Vighon said hopefully, “but I don’t exactly have an army at my back. Where’s Russell?”

      Galanör glanced at the ash clouds above. “Full moon tonight. He’s taken himself away…”

      “Perfect timing…” Vighon muttered under his breath.

      At the top of the slope, Captain Flint and his riders were beginning their descent in the face of the rising mob. Vighon gave Garrett a nod and he roused the men from their duties. As one company, and an added elf, they made their way down the slope to meet Thedomir, a physical barrier between them and Flint’s soldiers.

      Garrett leaned in. “Considering what you’ve asked of these southerners, Captain, you might have considered informing General Morkas, if not Lord Draqaro.”

      “Why?” Vighon fired back. “So they could tell me to piss off and make do with a hundred men? Besides, Lord Draqaro told me this very day that I was to see this city defended, no matter what. With words like those, I might as well be the new general.” Vighon flashed a wink at Garrett. “Also,” he added, “don’t call Thedomir or any of his men southerners; they’re from The Ice Vales and won’t take too kindly to the implication.”

      Garrett frowned. “What implication, Captain?”

      Vighon offered a coy smile. “That they aren’t as hardy as us real northerners.”

      Garrett shrugged. “Well, they’re not…”

      Vighon let it go and continued his confident stride. He had to exhibit a sense of authority to keep all parties calm, not to mention the Namdhorian citizens who didn’t like the look of the approaching mob.

      Thedomir and a handful of his trusted men broke away from the mob and met Vighon, Garrett, and Galanör in the space between the two groups.

      “Well met!” Vighon said cheerily, his gaze wandering over the fighters behind Longshadow.

      “I bet we are,” Thedomir replied. “I come to you with five hundred men from Grey Stone and two hundred from Lirian. At a time like this, I can’t imagine why seven hundred soldiers added to your front wouldn’t be well met.” The general stroked his blond goatee and scrutinised the company beyond Vighon. “What do you come to me with? It seems a large escort to show us to the armoury…”

      Vighon simply nodded along, wondering how he was going to make this work exactly. “How many require arming?”

      Thedomir chewed over his answer, perhaps aware that the northman was stalling. “At least half. If you’re not for wanting our aid, we’ll happily just move up the city…”

      Vighon could hear the rapid hooves of war horses. “Without your aid, General Thedomir, there won’t be a city. I’m just glad you roused so many to Namdhor’s defence.”

      “Like you said,” Thedomir remarked, “we’ve all got a reason to fight. Many of those behind me just want revenge for lives and homes taken by the orcs. You won’t find many standing by your side because it’s Namdhor that needs defending.”

      Vighon stopped himself from wincing at those last words. “The armoury is farther up.” He motioned for them to follow him, hoping that such a large number of men would dissuade Captain Flint and his men from halting them.

      It didn’t. But, then again, it wasn’t Captain Flint leading the company of riders down the slope. Arlon Draqaro guided his horse towards them, forcing his way through Vighon’s men. The lord of Namdhor kept his head held high and refrained from dismounting his horse, happy to be above them all.

      “Lord Draqaro…” Vighon said his name with all the disrespect he could cram into two words. Thedomir’s cautious glances back and forth between father and son didn’t go unnoticed, either.

      Arlon peered down at his son. “Not an afternoon has passed before your name has reached my ears, Captain. I commanded you to defend the city, not turn it upside down.”

      “Everything I’ve done is in the defence of this city… my lord.”

      Arlon raised a doubtful eyebrow. “I’ve got priests from every church complaining that their doors are being kicked in and the servants of Atilan are being manhandled.”

      “They have the space,” Vighon argued, “and I need the battlefield clear. We can’t test a single catapult until—”

      Arlon raised a hand. “I don’t care about the priests or their complaints. I care about you forcing them to my door. Now, I’ve been called upon because you seem to be marching a foreign army through the main street of Namdhor…”

      Thedomir audibly sniffed. “Do we have a problem here?” he asked, eager to put swords in the hands of his men.

      Arlon didn’t like the intrusion. “Do we have a problem here?” he imitated. “Do you know who you address?”

      “Aye,” said Thedomir with great confidence. “I’m addressing the man with less men than me.”

      Vighon looked down to hide his grin. He decided there and then that Thedomir Longshadow was a man he could get along with.

      Arlon straightened his back and looked out on the masses. It was clear that he was about to say something that would either offend Thedomir or he was going to declare something and offend the lot of them.

      “My lord,” Vighon interjected. “General Thedomir has amassed these men to fight on Namdhor’s behalf, in the absence of our own army.”

      “This rabble does not replace the fine soldiers of Namdhor,” Arlon replied casually, no care taken for those present.

      Thedomir rolled his shoulders and rested his hands on his hips. “Perhaps, Lord Draqaro, this rabble, as you put it, should get behind you and your men. I’m sure a hundred Namdhorian soldiers will hold the orcs back…”

      Vighon could see this conversation only aiding those same orcs. “There’ll be no getting behind anyone. We all fight side by side. Once we reach the armoury we can—”

      Arlon’s head swivelled around and his eyes locked on to his son. “Namdhorian steel was forged for Namdhorians, Captain. We cannot put weapons in just anyone’s hands, especially those of foreign kingdoms…”

      Vighon had been dreading this moment, the moment Arlon had been working towards. Everything that made Vighon who he was screamed at him to get in the middle of his father’s plans and stop him from attaining more power. In the face of man’s annihilation, however, he could see the folly in leaving so many fighters without any allegiance. It didn’t help that Gideon Thorn and Inara had spoken against it…

      “Oh, that’s right,” Arlon continued smugly, “there are no other kingdoms. It seems to me, General Thedomir, that your men will be forced to fight for their lives one way or another. Best they do it with swords in their hands though, eh?”

      Thedomir stepped back and eyed Vighon. “Is this how we’re to be brought into this new Age you spoke of? One king, one kingdom? I’m not sure I’m for living under such a rule as his. Nor the men behind me.”

      Arlon replied before Vighon could open his mouth. “Yours is not to dwell, General. You need only obey the commands of your future king… me. Bend the knee and offer your fealty to the crown of Namdhor. With such a simple act, you will rise worthy of the steel I will put in your hands. Or don’t.” Arlon shrugged. “The latter, however, will see thousands die needlessly.”

      Thedomir looked up at the lord of Namdhor. “Aye, and one of those thousands will be you. Maybe I can live with that…” The general turned around, motioning for the mass of men to turn with him.

      Vighon dashed ahead of his small entourage and confronted him. “Think about your children, Thedomir. Are their lives worth losing just to see Arlon Draqaro in the ground?”

      “Careful, lad,” the grizzled general warned.

      Vighon pressed on. “Make them Namdhorians, right now, and they’ll be safe. Your men will be given armour and weapons. And, when we emerge victorious, which we will, just think of the reward. You could get your own slice of Illian.”

      Thedomir snapped. “By all the rights of man and the gods I should be king of Grey Stone. You think I can be tempted with a slice of Illian. The Ice Vales are mine by the blood of my ancestors!”

      Vighon stepped back to face his father. “And Grey Stone will be yours again, General! Isn’t that right, Lord Draqaro? For seeing this city protected with his own blood, Grey Stone and all of The Ice Vales will be granted in return?”

      Not a muscle on Arlon’s face so much as twitched. “No,” he articulated.

      Thedomir huffed and pushed past Vighon to continue his journey south. The captain of Namdhor looked at his father in defeat, but not his own. If Thedomir was allowed to leave now, he would take all seven hundred of his men with him and the defence of Namdhor with them. For a change, it would be a failure the Draqaros shared.

      “The realm doesn’t need any more kings and queens,” Arlon called after the general, who halted his stride to listen. “In the face of such an invasion, only unity under strong leadership will allow us to rebuild this world. Grey Stone can be yours, Thedomir son of Tarlin, but not by any crown on your head. I will grant you the title of lord and The Ice Vales yours to govern.” Arlon tapped his temple. “There will only be one crown.”

      Vighon held his breath. Thedomir’s next action would determine the fate of them all; he only hoped that the man’s stubbornness wouldn’t fog the choice that needed to be made.

      Thedomir froze in the ash fall, his gaze dead ahead, as if the man was looking through the masses to his children, back in the camp. His men stood silently by his side, waiting for his response on their behalf.

      Vighon took a step closer, his need urgent. “We spoke of this,” he said. “Your children get somewhere safe to live. You knew bending the knee was the only way.”

      “The only way to what?” Thedomir hissed. “We’re helping you! Now, this snake wants me to kiss his boot… We should have made for The Evermoore and left Namdhor to its fate.”

      “There is no us and you anymore,” Vighon reminded him. “You’re not fighting for Namdhor or northerners. You’re not fighting for Grey Stone or Lirian either. We’re all fighting for the right to live. Look around. This is all there is.”

      Thedomir tore his gaze from the distance and gave Vighon a hard look, but it was Arlon he turned to address. “I’ll call you lord. Maybe one day I’ll even call you king. But, until the land is ours again and lordship of Grey Stone is granted to me, you will call me general. You’ve no army to speak of and these men will accept orders from no one else.”

      It was a big demand, especially given that Namdhor already had a general, who, at this very moment, was staring daggers at Thedomir from astride his horse. Of course, Arlon had already proven that Morkas could be replaced by one of The Ironsworn at a moment’s notice.

      “Two generals is akin to having two kings,” Arlon explained. “It simply won’t work. However, since Namdhor is to be set upon from the west, and these men take your command, with the authority granted to me by Queen Yelifer, I will grant you the title of general for the coming battle. When the army returns, leadership will be passed back to General Morkas and these men, or at least the survivors, will be assigned companies and ranks, ready for the orcs from the east.”

      “And myself?” Thedomir asked.

      “Lord of Grey Stone, of course.”

      Longshadow chewed over Arlon’s response. Thedomir was a soldier through and through and his sense of honour appeared to be in the right place, but, like so many men, he wasn’t above the seduction of power.

      Thedomir broke away from his entourage and dropped to one knee in front of Arlon’s horse. “I pledge myself to the house of Skalaf and the crown of Namdhor,” he declared. “With steel and blood I will defend this kingdom of man until my dying breath, so say I.”

      The first to genuflect were Thedomir’s captains, leaving Vighon standing in the middle of them. Their bow created a wave that ran through the masses until every man from Grey Stone and Lirian was offering his fealty to Namdhor.

      It was the first time in a thousand years that the sigil of the lion had sole authority over the realm. As momentous and historic as this was, Vighon couldn’t help but look at his father, who grinned with victory.

      What had he done?
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        * * *

      

      Though it was hard to tell, nightfall was upon the north by the time Thedomir’s forces had equipped themselves with the appropriate weaponry and armour. Vighon had inspected some of the blades and shields and found them wanting. Still, it was all they had.

      The northman walked out of the armoury, tired and ready to sleep like the dead when a Gold Cloak he didn’t recognise approached him from the direction of The Dragon Keep.

      “Captain Vighon, Lord Draqaro would see you in his chambers.”

      Vighon looked from the messenger to the keep not far up the slope. “Would he now… Well, you can tell the lord of Namdhor that Captain Vighon is retiring with his men for the evening. There’s a warm bed in The Raucously Ruckus with my name on it.”

      The Gold Cloak shifted uncomfortably. “Lord Draqaro said you would say that and that I was to remind you that his words are to be taken as commands, not requests.”

      Vighon sighed before turning to Garrett. “Take the men down a route that sees you pass by the larger churches. Make sure all the new citizens have somewhere to stay. Some of Namdhor’s older inhabitants aren’t going to be happy about housing so many and we need to keep the peace.”

      As always, Garrett didn’t appear too pleased about Vighon’s orders, but he nodded his understanding. “Captain.” The older soldier faded into the dusk as he made his way down the slope.

      “Right then,” Vighon said to the Gold Cloak, “let’s get this over with, shall we…”

      Quite unexpectedly, Vighon was escorted past the throne room, where Arlon loved to speak down to people from the dais, as if the throne was already his. The increased presence of Ironsworn thugs, however, informed Vighon that he was being shown to his father’s private chamber.

      Vighon entered the room, its size a luxury in itself, and stood before his father. Much like the room Arlon had used at The Greter, The Ironsworn’s personal inn, his new chamber in the keep was sparse. Arlon had always maintained that too many trappings could clutter the mind.

      The lord of Namdhor himself had a very cluttered appearance, however. Standing at the foot of his four-poster bed, the man wore only his trousers, revealing the plethora of garish tattoos that decorated his torso and arms. Only from the jaw up did he have the appearance of a potential king, his face smooth and dark hair trimmed at the sides and slicked back on top.

      Vighon remembered all too well the days when Arlon would parade around The Greter without his shirt on, showing to all that he was Ironsworn as he covered his tattoos with the blood of others. Now, his sights were set on loftier things and his body was a reminder to all that Arlon Draqaro was no more than a thug.

      Without any acknowledgement, Arlon removed his trousers and stepped into a steaming bath that separated the two rooms. Vighon averted his eyes but made sure to keep his discomfort from his face.

      “That’s for you,” Arlon said, gesturing to the tankard to Vighon’s left.

      Vighon looked inside to see a pint of Vale Ale, the most expensive drink in Namdhor. He wasn’t impressed.

      “We’re celebrating,” Arlon explained, downing a tankard of his own. He sank deep into the bath, sighing with great satisfaction. “You don’t seem pleased,” he noted, closing his eyes as he relaxed all the more.

      Vighon pushed any thoughts of drowning his father aside and replied, “What am I supposed to be pleased about?” He stepped away from the ale, leaving it untouched.

      “Were it not for you,” Arlon said into the rising steam, “the realm would still be a fractured mess. Today, the world was brought back together for the first time in a millennium! Thanks to you, Vighon, I will be the king of Illian…”

      Thoughts of drowning Arlon returned with some urgency. Vighon could scarcely believe the events that had transpired to bring them to this moment. Had his father’s life not been on the line with everyone else, he would have theorised that the lord of Namdhor had spear-headed the entire orc invasion to achieve his goal.

      “You’re not king yet,” Vighon reminded him, the only glimmer of light in an overwhelming amount of darkness.

      Arlon opened his eyes a peep. “You should really think about picking a side. This sitting on the fence rebellious act is becoming an irritation. It will hold you back. Choose my side, Vighon, and you will emerge a prince! Continue to despise me and undermine me, however, and you will come to hate your existence.”

      Vighon shifted his weight and rested his hands on his buckle. “You’re talking like you’ve already got a crown on your head.”

      “I might as well,” Arlon casually bragged. “Yelifer’s days are numbered.”

      “All of our days are numbered,” Vighon corrected. “Those seven hundred men, eight hundred with our own, won’t be enough to hold the orcs back. We’ll be lucky to survive long enough to see the army marching from the east. There’s a vanguard of three thousand orcs rising from the west, Arlon! This secret weapon of yours is nowhere to be seen and you’re lounging in a bath!”

      The lord of Namdhor flicked water at him. “You wield the sword of the north now. What have you to fear? That silvyr will cut through an army of orcs, never mind a vanguard.” Arlon lifted his head to inspect Vighon. “Though, I see you don’t wear the blade…”

      Vighon glanced at the ordinary steel sword, sheathed on his hip. In the eyes of his men, and possibly everyone else, the northman thought the silvyr weapon was yet another gift he was unworthy of.

      “There will be a time to wield a blade such as that,” he explained. “Carrying it with me so that it might be present for meetings such as this, however, feels a little ridiculous.”

      Arlon opened his eyes and sat up in the bath. “You used to be fun,” he commented.

      “And you used to take things more seriously,” Vighon countered. “You must know there’s a chance we won’t survive this approaching vanguard. If the orcs penetrate the city it’s all over. By the time your smiths and mages return with this ancient weapon, there’ll be no one to give it to.”

      “It’s a spell,” Arlon announced.

      That stopped Vighon from furthering his tirade. “A spell? The weapon is a spell?”

      “When The Crow reached out to me, he told me of the orcs and their great weakness for light. He told me of their war against the elves and dwarves, Ages past. They used a spell that allowed them to harness the power of the sun! Think of the damage we could do with such magic. That’s why you need to hold the line, Vighon. You need to give us time. I don’t care if all seven hundred of Thedomir’s men die; their blood will pay for our ultimate victory!”

      Vighon looked away from his father, considering the revelation. “Had you come by this information from anyone else, I might be inclined to agree that your actions thus far have been for the benefit of us all. However,” he said, dropping his tone, “you have positioned Namdhor’s army to the benefit of our enemy, poisoned the queen, warned no one of the orcs’ invasion despite having years of prior knowledge, and risked everything for a spell that most likely doesn’t even exist!” Vighon strode towards the bath, closing the gap threateningly between them. “You did all of this on the word of The Crow, a necromancer, a dark wizard, a mad man who would see the whole world burn!”

      Arlon shot up, towering over Vighon with the elevation of the bath beneath him. “I am building a kingdom that stretches from Vengora to The Undying Mountains, boy. Do you think such a thing can be done without risk? Without sacrifice? Hundreds, thousands will die, be assured! But, I will not rest until this realm is under one banner! My banner!” Arlon slapped The Ironsworn sigil tattooed over his heart.

      It pained Vighon to know that he had aided in that future. There was still a chance, and a large one, that he wouldn’t survive long enough to see that future.

      Without another word, the northman turned to leave the sight of his naked father. He decided it was either that or return to the drowning scenario.

      “Where are you going?” Arlon demanded.

      “To hold the line,” Vighon replied miserably.

      Arlon called out one last time, halting Vighon in the doorway. “A time is coming when turning your back on me will be considered an insult worthy of punishment. Being my ungrateful son won’t save you from that…”

      Vighon didn’t look back.
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      Unlike the inhabitants of Namdhor, Inara Galfrey had watched the first flaming catapult from far above the world. Beneath Athis, the burning missile had cleared the lower town and crashed into the snows of The White Vale. Any further tests had then come to a halt.

      Beyond the smoking ruins of the missile, a trail of people had been spotted trekking steadily towards the city. As the population of Dunwich added to Namdhor’s increasing strain, Inara and Gideon made for the frozen shore of The King’s Lake to meet Arathor and Thraden.

      Under the cover of the city itself, the three Dragorn and their dragon companions welcomed the extra company. Inara stepped back from Arathor’s embrace and looked up at the dark rock that supported Namdhor. Considering herself a creature of the sky now, she felt ill at ease standing under the slope. The single pillar of rock that held up the bulk of the city could have done with some extra supports to her eyes.

      “Were there any problems on the road?” Gideon asked.

      Arathor shook his head. “Your conversation with their king gave us the lead we needed. Everyone should be accounted for.”

      The Master Dragorn looked relieved. “You did well, Arathor.”

      “Are we the only Dragorn?” he asked.

      Gideon glanced at Inara before replying, “I will not charge the young of our order with protecting this city, not against the orcs and Malliath. The Dragorn represent hope, and I won’t have what’s left of us die before all to see. Most who survived Malliath’s attack are barely old enough to be called adults.”

      “Who else will avenge our deaths?” Arathor responded with a hint of gallows humour.

      “Quite,” the Master Dragorn replied with half a smile. “The odds of our surviving do appear to be dwindling. I’m afraid they will dwindle all the more after I task you your next errand…”

      Arathor looked to Inara for some kind of hint but she was just as curious about her master’s orders.

      “Namdhor’s army, the only sizeable defence Illian has left, lies just beyond these mountains.” Gideon gestured to the wall of Vengora that encompassed the north. “We need them to ignore their orders and return immediately; not an easy thing to ask of them. From experience, it’s much harder to say no when there’s a dragon standing behind you.”

      “You want me to leave?” Arathor said in disbelief. “An army of ten thousand orcs approaches, Master. If we three do not challenge them, who will?”

      “Before they arrive,” Inara added, “three thousand more are rising from the west…”

      Gideon shot her a look that didn’t thank her for the contribution.

      Arathor used it to fuel his argument. “All the more reason for me to stay.”

      The Master Dragorn sighed. “We need that army, Arathor. We can handle those coming from the west. But, we need numbers when the main army arrives from the east. If you turn the Namdhorians around, you could flank the orcs as you emerge from The Iron Valley.”

      “There might not be anything left to save by then,” Arathor countered. “As we speak the Namdhorians are marching ever farther into Dhenaheim.”

      Inara scrutinised her master’s expression as well as his body language. It wasn’t long ago that Gideon Thorn would have shut Arathor’s protests down and simply commanded him to leave. Now, he listened to the Dragorn’s argument, almost hesitant to order him.

      Inara cut in. “We’re all out of options, Arathor. We have no choice but to face those from the west first, but Namdhor’s defences have already begun. Master Thorn and I can handle it. Someone with the authority of a Dragorn, however, needs to meet the Namdhorian army. That’s you.”

      Arathor looked to have some more argument in him, but Inara’s words sobered him. “Just stay alive,” he replied. “I will turn that army back.”

      Gideon nodded his appreciation. “Follow the Largo River north,” he instructed. “An army that size shouldn’t have crossed it yet so you should be able to find them in the east.”

      Arathor climbed up onto Thraden’s neck and patted his companion’s scales. “When you are bereft of hope, look to the eastern plains. You’ll see the first Dragorn to lead an army of man into battle!”

      In Inara’s opinion, Arathor’s entire demeanour was all wrong. Then again, she recalled her days training alongside him and knew well that little fazed him. Like her, he had always found it hard to balance his sense of duty with his need for adventure.

      Inara couldn’t remember the last time she had longed for an adventure. The world had turned upside down and become a shade darker. To think, she had once dreamed of an event such as this, one where she might prove herself and finally step out of her parents’ shadow. Now, she only wanted to return to The Lifeless Isles and comfort the youth of their order, to fly over pastures green, and touch the clouds.

      Arathor and Thraden took off down the shore line, clearing the bulk of rock that towered over them, and shot into the sky. Looking into the sky had once filled Inara with excitement and a sense of freedom. Now, she looked upon black clouds and ash…

      “What’s happening to you?” Inara asked Gideon bluntly.

      “Excuse me?” he replied, along with Ilargo whose head rose above them with a huff from his nostrils.

      “I mean no offence,” Inara assured. “But I just watched you give Arathor an order and you let him question you. That’s not the Gideon Thorn I know.”

      The Master Dragorn’s scornful expression softened and his shoulders sagged. “My words carry weight, Inara, my decisions consequences. Upon my orders people can die, they have died. I have to—”

      “Be the Master Dragorn,” Inara finished. “That’s what we need you to be. We need you to know who you are so that you can guide us to finding ourselves. You don’t have the natural confidence that comes with being an elf, like your predecessors, but you are our master. You’ve earned that right. Don’t forget that…”

      Gideon looked away and smiled, a silent chuckle on his lips. “You Galfreys have a way with words.”

      Inara matched his smile. “I am royalty, don’t you know…. Master.”

      The sound of a galloping horse turned them both from the shore. A young man with a dirty face was riding towards them with some urgency about him.

      “Forgive my interruption!” he blurted from astride his horse. “My name is Ruban, son of… Never mind. I was sent to find you by Captain Vighon. Master Galfrey, it’s your mother…”
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        * * *

      

      Inara raced through the doors of The Dragon Keep and ran to her mother’s side with Gideon only a step behind.

      “Inara!” Vighon called from the doorway to his room. “Inara, she’s very—”

      The Dragorn ignored the northman’s words and found her mother, lying flat on his bed and wrapped in blankets. Inara dropped to her knees by the bedside and gripped Reyna’s cold hand. Her face was gaunt and her skin a sickly chalk. She was missing the light and warmth that accompanied an elf.

      “Mother…” she breathed, tears gathering at the edges of her eyes.

      Gideon came up behind her, his concern close to matching her own. The Master Dragorn turned to the room, unlike Inara, who had seen her mother and noted nothing else.

      “Doran?”

      Inara finally tore her gaze from Reyna’s still form and looked upon Doran, son of Dorain. The Dragorn hadn’t seen the dwarf for many years, but he looked to have spent quite some time on the road by his haggard appearance.

      “Gideon,” Doran acknowledged with a nod of his blond head. His eyes flitted between the Master Dragorn and Inara.

      “What happened to her, Doran?” Inara asked before Gideon could get another word out.

      Doran struggled to find the words, his attention torn between any explanation and the object he held in both hands. Whatever it was, a dark cloth was wrapped around it, concealing the truth of his distraction.

      “Wait…” Inara scanned the room and found Gideon, Doran, Vighon, and a couple of mages. There was one missing. “Where’s my father?”

      Doran opened his mouth and closed it again, his attention on the object in his hands. “It’s quite the tale,” he began. “But, for all that we’ve been through, it was so we might possess this.” The son of Dorain unravelled the object and held up the most unusual blade Inara had ever seen.

      “What is that?” Vighon asked.

      “A Moonblade,” Doran answered.

      Gideon frowned. “What’s a Moonblade?”

      Inara held up her free hand before any more questions could be asked. “Doran, where’s my father? And what happened to my mother?”

      Doran paused before replying, his gaze falling on the mages. “Thanks for ye help, fellas, but it’s probably best ye be off for now.” When the mages had left the room and Vighon closed the door, the dwarf continued, “I’ll tell ye everythin’, but know that ye father is alive, he jus’ had to go another way to us, is all.”

      That was a comfort to Inara, if a little too vague for her liking.

      Gideon raised a calming hand to Inara. “Where does your tale begin, Doran?”

      “From what I’ve heard, it started in Dragons’ Reach, an order from yerself, if I’m not mistaken. I can only tell ye what happened from Lirian onwards, however; that’s where the Galfreys caught up with me…”
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        * * *

      

      The conversation that formed between them continued for some hours, as an exchange of tales took place. Not only did they learn of Doran’s time in Dhenaheim, but the dwarf was also imparted with knowledge from the others.

      When put together, the pieces of the puzzle produced a dark picture.

      Inara sat on the edge of the bed, exhausted after applying as much healing magic to her mother’s condition as possible. Despite Reyna still resting like the dead, there was a noticeable improvement to her colour and warmth.

      Absorbing Doran’s tale had required many questions and more than a few repetitions of certain details. From their time in Silvyr Hall to the forging of the mythical Moonblade, it sounded quite the tale, an adventure worthy of her parents. Killian Torvaris’s betrayal stained it all, however, and revealed The Black Hand’s manipulation from the shadows.

      “The Crow has been fooling us all for some time,” Inara whispered absently, her thoughts clinging to her mother and father.

      Gideon glanced at Inara before settling on Reyna. “He orchestrated a lot to ensure you forged that blade, Doran…”

      “An’ then some,” the dwarf agreed. “He set events in motion years ago!”

      Gideon joined Inara by the bed and reached out to touch Reyna’s hand, his sorrow clear to see. “This Killian Torvaris; he told you the Moonblade would help us save the world?”

      “Aye, that’s what he said. I should warn ye, the fella never spoke a word o’ truth in all our time together.”

      “Why else would he tell you such a thing?” Gideon countered. “He already had the leverage of Nathaniel’s life, you didn’t need convincing.”

      Hearing her father’s name proved nothing but a distraction for Inara. He was still out there, beyond the mountains and well and truly inside dwarven territory. On top of that, he had to convince the Namdhorians to turn around. She took some comfort knowing that Arathor had been dispatched to help him.

      Seated on a stool beside the Dragorn, Vighon leaned in. “Don’t worry about your father,” he advised, proving perceptive beyond all expectation. “He’s survived worse than all of this.”

      Inara couldn’t argue with his logic, but his words weren’t enough to stop her from fretting. It was made all the worse by seeing her mother, easily the strongest person Inara had ever met, lying so close to death beside her. It was proof that her parents weren’t invincible, as she had been so happy to believe.

      Inevitably, her thoughts moved to Alijah. He was missing and presumed dead by most, but not her. The question hanging over her twin made the hole in her heart all the more ragged. Her family had been shattered…

      Oblivious to the brief reassurance from Vighon, Gideon and Doran continued their conversation.

      The dwarf was throwing his arms in the air. “Why he had us make the damn thing aside, I want to know why he didn’ jus’ tell us how to open the bloody doors! He had them scribblin’s from that Crow fella. He knew ’ow to make the Moonblade, yet he left us to journey, perilously I might add, through the kin’doms o’ Dhenaheim!”

      Gideon cupped his beard, lost in his musings for a moment. “For the same reason The Crow does anything,” he supposed. “Timing. If you’re going to orchestrate one event after another you have to make sure that everything happens exactly when it needs to. If you had gained access when you first arrived, Killian would have had the added complication of the Namdhorians and the dwarves that were guarding the tunnels. He couldn’t have revealed who he really was or forced you to forge the blade.

      “Then, there’s the army. If you had forged the blade earlier, you would have returned here earlier and Nathaniel would potentially have brought the army back by now. The Crow obviously wants the army of Namdhor here, just not before the orcs arrive…”

      “Why would The Crow want the army to return at all?” Vighon asked. “Surely, it serves his goals better to have Namdhor unguarded.”

      Gideon shrugged. “Not unless The Crow wants the orcs to fail, which is very much a possibility.”

      Vighon frowned. “Everything he’s done has led to the orcs conquering the known world. He’s backed us into a corner and set the foul beasts to the task of wiping us out.”

      Gideon was shaking his head. “I can’t speak for The Crow’s plans, but I do not believe he wishes to see the orcs gain victory. He’s using them for something.”

      Doran held his hands up again. “A’right, a’right. So, The Crow’s plans are all comin’ together. How dandy for ’im. What are we goin’ to do abou’ it? An’ whatever yer plan is, it had better start with how we get Asher back! First ye stop me heart by tellin’ me he’s back, then ye break it by tellin’ me he’s under the thumb o’ this blasted wizard!”

      Gideon’s tone was sullen. “I’m afraid Asher remains something of a mystery. The Crow likely brought him back because he knew we would hesitate to cut him down. So far it’s worked…”

      Inara turned from the sight of her mother for the first time in a while and looked upon her master. He still carried with him the weight of Lirian’s fall, Velia’s too.

      “Emotional connection or not,” she added, “Asher is a warrior to be reckoned with. The great Elandril himself would have struggled to bring him down.”

      “Put me in front o’ the old ranger,” Doran proclaimed, “an’ I’ll knock some sense into ’im!”

      “If only it was that easy,” Gideon remarked. “Though, I can say we’re all thankful to have you here, Doran. The defence of Namdhor is going to need your sword.”

      Doran held up the Moonblade. “I’ve got more than that, though I feel I’m the wrong one to be wieldin’ it.”

      “You forged it,” Gideon reminded him. “I’d say it’s yours.”

      The son of Dorain didn’t look convinced. “The way I see it, Moonblades were made for Dragorn, an’ since ye’ll never catch me feet leavin’ the ground, I’m not the one to be wieldin’ it.” The dwarf extended his arm, offering Gideon the hilt of bone, now tightly bound in dark leather.

      The Master Dragorn took the blade in his hand and examined the opal edge. “It’s beautiful.”

      Inara couldn’t agree or disagree with his observation. Her fears were mounting and her concerns for her mother were beginning to blind her. Her temperature had improved, but never had she felt one so cold who hadn’t already left this world.

      “Still,” Gideon mused, “I don’t see how something so small can save the world.”

      Vighon stood up, his eyes on the Moonblade. “You don’t really believe it can do such a thing, do you? Beautiful, yes. Powerful, perhaps. But, it’s still just a dagger. You can’t kill three thousand orcs with it. Besides, if The Crow wanted us to have it, that blade should be considered a curse. And,” he added, “if he wanted it for himself, we should throw it into the bottom of The King’s Lake and take it to our graves.”

      As always, the northman was full of strong opinions he wasn’t afraid to share. Inara loved him for that, though, at this very moment, she found his voice, and those of the others, to be something of an irritation. They were concerned with the fate of the world, something she knew she should be too, but, right now, her mother appeared to be at death’s door and her father and brother were alone out there.

      “We didn’ go to all that trouble, laddie, jus’ to throw it away! Wha’ever its purpose is, I’m happy leavin’ it in the hands o’ the Dragorn.”

      Vighon sighed and let his argument go. “Were there any spells in this workshop?” he asked curiously.

      “Spells?” Doran spat. “O’ course there weren’t no spells, lad, it were a dwarf’s workshop! Closest thing to magic were them blasted doors.”

      Gideon looked up from the exquisite dagger. “Why do you ask, Vighon?”

      The northman gave a mirthless laugh. “The Crow told Arlon that the dwarven mine possessed a spell. He was told he could harness the power of the sun with it, as the elves and dwarves did the first time.”

      Gideon shook his head. “No such spell was used in The Great War. With this sword,” he gripped the hilt of Mournblade, “Elandril, the first elven Dragorn, killed the orc king and the alliance drove them into The Undying Mountains with numbers alone.”

      Vighon shrugged. “At least we know Arlon can be fooled like the rest of us.”

      Inara…

      Athis’s grave tone was almost lost on her, but then she saw Gideon’s head pick up as Ilargo spoke to him as well.

      They’re here…

      Gideon rushed to the window a second before the bells rang out across the city. Vighon jumped up, glanced out of the window, and ran for the hall without a parting word.

      Doran appeared confused. “I take it bells aren’ a good thing?”

      “Nothing gets past you, son of Dorain.” Gideon turned back to the dwarf. “Are you ready for a fight?”

      The dwarf hesitated. “I made a promise to keep Reyna safe.”

      “The Dragon Keep is the safest place right now. Fight them out there and prevent them from gaining ground and it’ll stay safe.”

      Doran took a long breath, conflicted.

      “Go, Doran,” Inara said. “My mother will be kept safe in your absence.”

      The son of Dorain nodded slowly. “As ye say. Be it on me word: no orc will reach this keep!”

      Gideon lingered after Doran had left the room. “Inara. We need to go.”

      The half-elf didn’t budge from her mother’s bedside. “I’m not leaving her,” she replied defiantly.

      “Inara…”

      “Look at her, Gideon!” Inara snapped, her eyes never straying from her mother. “That blade stole too much. The light of the immortals is leaving her.”

      Gideon appeared by her side. “She yet lives,” he reminded her. “The Moonblade didn’t take everything. That means there’s still hope.”

      There was that word again. Inara couldn’t escape it and now she was growing to loathe it. If that’s what the Dragorn represented then she wasn’t a Dragorn. Athis reached out and tried to comfort her but she wouldn’t hear it. A lone tear streaked down her face.

      “I just want my family back,” she uttered.

      Gideon placed a hand on her shoulder. “First, we fight,” he said softly. “We will keep the orcs at bay. Let the mages continue their work, Inara.”

      The bells provided an urgent undertone to their conversation, pressuring Inara into making a decision. The Dragorn wiped away the last tear to streak down her face and stood up. It had been Reyna herself who had always taught her daughter the importance of duty.

      The half-elf found herself cast back to the conversation she had had with Alastir, inside the cave…

      “You haven’t been truly tested yet, but your time is coming, Inara Galfrey. A time when you might have to give it all to keep the darkness at bay.”

      The Master had left her with much to think about. But, if there was one thing she knew; it was that she would die to keep her family safe.

      Athis’s soothing tone cleared her mind. We would make that sacrifice together, wingless one.

      Inara dropped a hand to her Vi’tari blade and turned to Gideon. “To war, then.”
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            Holding The Line

          

        

      

    

    
      Namdhor’s horizon was one of marching dread. The ash fall lent The White Vale a hazy vista, but the black mass of war-hungry orcs couldn’t be missed as they encroached over the land.

      Vighon made to climb up onto Ness’s saddle when a strong hand gripped his arm and turned him around. Arlon Draqaro had the look of a man in urgent need, his usual state of calm and control lost. A thick vein split his forehead in two and the lord of Namdhor set his cold eyes on his son.

      “Did they find it?” he asked desperately. “Did they retrieve the spell?”

      Vighon looked at his father with pity. “There was never any spell, Arlon. It was a workshop, a forge. They made weapons not magic.”

      Arlon gripped Vighon’s tunic around the shoulders. “You’re lying!” he fumed. “They must have found it! It was the only thing in there!”

      Vighon clenched his hands around his father’s and removed them from his tunic. “The Crow lied to you. Nothing more.”

      Leaving Arlon to dwell on his poor choices and the sound of orcish drums, the northman climbed astride Ness and spurred her on, encouraging the horse to charge down the slope at full speed. Since the spikes had been dug into the hillside, there was only one narrowed path down the middle to follow.

      Stragglers from the lower town began to hurry up the hill with all they could carry. The Skids ushered them up the slope, advising them to leave their goods behind and find shelter.

      Beyond the city, Captain Flint’s company of riders turned back in search of a defensible line, within Namdhor itself. They would add their numbers to the remaining four companies, Vighon’s included, and form the spearhead of the city’s defence.

      Vighon was already jumping down from Ness’s saddle before she came to a stop outside The Raucously Ruckus. Garrett was adjusting his golden cloak while simultaneously shouting orders to the Skids.

      “Get everyone as high up as you can!” the soldier boomed.

      Vighon strode over. “Leave the people to flee; they don’t need encouragement. Have the men find their way to the front.” The northman gestured to the great gathering of Thedomir’s men, all of whom were going against the flow to reach the bottom of the slope.

      As always, Garrett had an opposing idea. “But, Captain, in this chaos they’re likely to injure themselves without appropriate guidance!”

      Vighon walked past him and up the short steps to the tavern. “I don’t care about grazed knees and muddy dresses, Garrett. Get the men to the front! And have the catapults adjusted for the range! Make sure they’re looking for my signal!”

      Rather than wait for further protest, Vighon entered the tavern and made for his room with Ruban close on his heels.

      “I’ve had your armour polished, Captain,” the squire said eagerly as they ascended the stairs.

      Vighon sighed. “That was a waste of time. It’ll be covered in blood before long.” The northman could practically feel the pained expression on the young man behind him. He paused before entering his room. “Ruban… Help me get the armour on. Then, you’re to head for The Dragon Keep.”

      “Captain?”

      “You’re to offer your services to the mages helping Ambassador Galfrey. You help them in any way you can, but you don’t leave the keep. Understand?”

      Ruban hesitated. “I understand, Captain…”

      “Good lad.” Vighon entered his room, eager to get his armour on and return to the company of his men.

      Ruban went about his duties diligently, strapping Vighon into his various plates of armour. The northman declined his helmet, arguing that he couldn’t see a thing in it.

      “Fetch me my shield,” he commanded, deciding that an enchanted shield would be the perfect companion on any battlefield.

      Ruban hefted the round shield, engraved with Hadavad’s enchantments, and gave it to Vighon to be strapped over his back.

      “It’s not a Namdhorian shield,” Ruban pointed out, clearly unimpressed with it.

      “No,” Vighon agreed. “It’s better.” Satisfied with his shield and armour, the northman looked at Ruban expectantly. “Sword?”

      The squire’s eyes fell on Vighon’s bare hip. “You… You have a…” Ruban’s eyes glazed over and he froze before dashing from one side of the room to the other.

      “Ruban?” Vighon’s tone was troubled. “Where’s the silvyr sword?”

      Ruban looked everywhere before he stopped, defeated. “It was in here! I left it with your armour!”

      Vighon wanted to berate the boy for leaving such a valuable item in an unguarded room that was known to be his and Galanör’s. He did, however, recall telling the squire to leave it with his things.

      “I don’t know how it could have gone missing,” Ruban continued, somewhat frantic.

      “I do,” Vighon replied ominously.

      The northman strapped his steel blade back on and made for the door. Ruban apologised the whole way, but Vighon was already beginning to let his mind close off. He needed to focus on what was about to happen.

      “Get to the keep,” he ordered the squire. “Take Ness.” He didn’t watch Ruban disappear but, instead, turned down the slope.

      The orcs were coming.

      The foul beasts had left The Selk Road and spread out across The White Vale. From this distance, they were no bigger than his thumbnail, but he could make out the chariots that cut across their front line. Each carried a mounted ballista and a pair of orcs, all towed by six-legged monsters.

      Vighon was forced to jump aside when a company of riders galloped down the central aisle, between the entrenched spikes. They were Ironsworn all, adorned in a varying collection of armour. Leading them from the front was Arlon Draqaro. The riders spread out at the back of Thedomir’s men, taking in the enemy before them.

      Vighon strode through the mud and slush, hoping to reach his men without incident. Such a thing was impossible around his father.

      “Aren’t you on the wrong side of the men?” Arlon called, drawing wicked smiles from his thugs. “Captains of Namdhor should lead from the front! And why aren’t these men advancing to meet the enemy?”

      The men in question had spilled out where the base of the city met the flat lower town, with the majority still funnelled through the central aisle and filling the lower tiers, between each row of spikes.

      “We don’t need to advance,” Vighon explained. “We will draw the enemy in, between the spikes, and make their numbers count for naught.” He regarded his father’s disapproving look with exasperation, then he noticed the sword on his hip. “That was given to me,” he said with no surprise in his tone. Of course it had been Arlon who stole it.

      “The sword of the north is too important to be lost on some battlefield. It should remain close to the crown…”

      The northman could think of no better place for the sword than a battlefield, but that was him. There were at least three expletives he wished to express, one of which was a vulgar hand gesture. Instead, Vighon simply turned away from his father and made his way to the front.

      The men of Grey Stone and Lirian looked ready for battle. This wasn’t the first time for many of them, having faced the orcs in their home or on their journey north. Every one wielded a weapon they were eager to sink into the beasts, their superior numbers be damned.

      Vighon was proud to be counted among them.

      At the very front of their defensive line, Vighon’s personal company were restless. The Skids had never faced odds like these before and no amount of encouraging speeches would change their experience. Courage, however, was something words could change.

      Garrett banged the pommel of his hilt against his helmet, directing two of the men to put theirs on. Credit to the man, his calm demeanour aided the soldiers around him, helping them to hold their nerve.

      Vighon came alongside him, their breaths mixing in the air. “If we get through this, you are going to tell me why that sword has been inserted so far up your arse.”

      Garrett gave his captain a sidelong glance. “Fair enough. If we do get through this, I’ll kiss yours.”

      Despite the thousands of orcs before them, Vighon managed a half-hearted chuckle. “Listen up fellas!” He stepped out of the line to face the Skids, but he ended up addressing most of the gathered men. “Look around you, brothers! We have reached the last days of hope! Today, you do not fight for any crown! Today, you owe no allegiance to house Skalaf! Today, your only allegiance is to the man beside you! You’re fighting for his family, and he is fighting for yours! They are relying on us to hold-this-line! Will you hold it with me?”

      The cheers of a hundred men quickly turned into the cheers of seven hundred. General Thedomir gave the northman a nod, encouraging him on.

      “These pale beasts have come a long way to taste northern steel!” he continued. “What say we give them a welcome they’ll never forget!”

      The cheers turned into roars as Ilargo and Athis swooped overhead, adding their rallying cries to the makeshift army. The dragons arced into the air and took up positions patrolling to the east and west of the battlefield. The mobile ballistas were already altering their courses and adjusting their giant crossbows to attack the Dragorn.

      Vighon drew his sword and poured a small water skin, filled with oil, over the length of steel. Holding his blade out, he watched as Garrett put a torch to the steel, setting the oil alight. The fiery sword was the fastest way, if not the only way, to get a signal to the engineers manning the catapults.

      Galanör appeared by his side, scimitars in both hands. “To the end,” he said determinedly.

      Vighon faced the orcs, all three thousand of them, and thrust his sword into the air, the signal given. Set alight, Namdhor’s twelve working catapults launched their flaming missiles into the sky. Before they could wreak devastation upon the orcish hordes, however, the nearest orc ballista fired on Vighon’s front line; its target easy to spot with the flaming sword…

      The northman didn’t have enough time to react, his shield still on his back; not that it would have done much against a spear tip doused in wrath powder. Vighon only became aware that that was his last thought when the bolt failed to kill him.

      His life, and many others, were saved when Gideon Thorn dropped out of the sky, as if hurled from the heavens, having leaped from Ilargo’s back. The Master Dragorn held up a single hand and cast a shielding spell before the snow from his impact had even rained down. The explosive bolt struck his shield and split the air with an almighty boom. The blue flare from Gideon’s spell was blinding, but it was far better than the alternative.

      Without wasting another second, Vighon turned to his men and bellowed, “Archers!”

      Adding to the burning missiles, four hundred arrows whistled through the air. Underestimating the men of Namdhor, the orcs had failed to take up position outside of the archers’ range. Their howls and screams erupted across The White Vale as burning thunder rained over their forces. Their dying roars were met by cheers from the Namdhorians.

      The cheering came to a sudden halt when the orcs charged.

      “Fall back to the first tier!” Vighon commanded, an order that was echoed through the ranks.

      The dragons continued to fly in dizzying patterns, occupying the mobile ballistas and diverting their deadly bolts. It gave the soldiers enough time to organise themselves behind the first row of spikes without disturbing the archers, all of whom fired at will.

      “Spears!” General Thedomir shouted over the archers.

      The spearmen in question were Namdhorian soldiers all, attired in their golden cloaks and accompanied by shoulder-to-foot shields and spears. They were Captain Gallow’s men, fierce to the bone, bred in the snows of the north, and all itching to be the first to draw orc blood. They planted their heavy shields into the mud and rested their spears on top, in the semi-circular gap in the middle. With the sharpened logs either side, the orcs would have no option but to face their steel.

      “Gideon!” Vighon called the Master Dragorn to their ranks, behind the spearmen. “Where’s Inara?”

      “Don’t worry about Inara,” Gideon reassured, his eyes on the red dragon above. “She has a habit of being exactly where she needs to be.”

      Vighon let it go, his mind too focused to begin worrying about the Dragorn’s placement: he was just glad they were both in the fight. Keeping his flaming sword away from his fellow soldiers, the northman checked the line behind the spearmen and the team of archers, who continued to notch and let loose their arrows. Captain Larnce’s company made up the next line of defence, fated to confront the enemy before any of General Thedomir’s men.

      Vighon swore. “Captain Flint! Get your men in line with Captain Larnce’s!”

      The arrogant captain was positioning his soldiers around the side streets and alley ways. “We are equal in rank, little lord!” he spat, perhaps oblivious to the orcs charging towards them.

      The captain had already voiced his alarm when Vighon had informed him that they wouldn’t be defending the lower town, a small collection of buildings that was dwarfed by the city towering over it. The fact that Captain Flint couldn’t get his mind around the fact that a hill was better to defend than a tiny village only lowered him in the northman’s estimations…

      The sound of the charging orcs became all-consuming. Their feral roars and pure bloodlust filled the air as the horde blasted through the lower town.

      General Thedomir’s commanding voice shouted, “Brace!”

      Galanör stood shoulder to shoulder with Gideon. “We fight together again, it seems.”

      Gideon smirked. “I’ve learned a thing or two since those days, old friend…”

      Not a veteran of war, Vighon kept his comments to himself and held his flaming sword in one hand and his shield in the other. His mind was sharp, his worries gone. There was only him and the enemy.

      The orcs screeched and howled, so close now that Vighon could see their eyes. Then, under a canopy of arrows and burning missiles, the orcs slammed into the front line.

      Chaos was upon them in a second, the roars and growls of the orcs combined with the resounding yells of the men. The orcs crashed into the spearmen and the pointed logs, desperate to find a way through. Their immediate bulk pushed the Namdhorians back, but the row of sharpened logs staunched the flow.

      Blood quickly stained the ground and the spearmen were forced back.

      Captain Gallow barked, “Drop!”

      The spearmen took a knee and the waiting line of archers fired their arrows into the advancing orcs.

      “Push!” the captain ordered, and the spearmen jumped up and renewed their efforts.

      Even before real battle could commence, the gap between the logs was piling up with orc bodies, making it all the harder for the orcs rushing into the city. It was also making it harder for the spearmen to hold their position. Combined with the orcs now climbing over the sharpened logs, they would soon be overrun.

      “Fall back!” Vighon commanded.

      Captain Gallow’s men parted and retreated, allowing the archers to fire one last salvo into the rushing orcs clambering over their dead. Captain Larnce’s men raised their shields beside the Skids and gave the orcs a thunderous yell from deep in their chests.

      In front of them all, with an elf on one side and a Dragorn on the other, Vighon raised his flaming sword and met his enemy.
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        * * *

      

      Inara watched her master drop into the snow and repel the explosive bolt with ease. Had he been anyone else, she would have suspected him of showing off. As it was, Gideon Thorn was just being Gideon Thorn.

      Clear your mind, wingless one. Your concern for others is beginning to cloud my own focus.

      The importance of Athis’s warning was made all the clearer when a pair of wrath bolts whistled over her shoulder, narrowly missing them both. They were soon accompanied by more, all of which found their end in the ground, adding an undertone of explosions to the charging orcs.

      Put aside the concerns of Inara Galfrey and embrace the warrior. Today, we are Dragorn!

      The half-elf hugged her companion’s body and focused her mind. She reached out and connected with Athis on a deeper level, allowing his predatory mind to influence her own. Thoughts of her mother faded away and any concern she had for her father and brother were replaced with a desire to hunt some orc.

      Ilargo cut across them, drawing the ballista fire away. The green dragon weaved between the wrath bolts with grace, pausing only to unleash a fireball upon the swell of orcs below. Athis added his own breath of flames to Ilargo’s, their targets impossible to miss when crowded so closely together.

      Aim for the wings, Inara advised. Make them huddle together.

      The orcs’ almost suffocating proximity made it all the easier for the catapults to claim their numbers. They were also another thing for Athis and Ilargo to evade…

      Athis banked hard as one flaming missile arced over his back. It came so close that Inara felt the heat of the fire on her face. Avoiding the catapult’s shot, however, put the red dragon in the path of what had been a poorly aimed wrath bolt. The haft of the projectile careered off the bony ridge of Athis’s right wing and spun away before dropping away and exploding far below.

      Ilargo glided around the advancing orcs and swooped low in a flanking position. A jet of blindingly orange fire washed over the orcs, scorching a line up the middle of the horde. Spears and arrows were quickly launched at the green dragon, forcing him to find safety above the battle.

      Below, the orcs had thrown themselves at Namdhor’s defences, as if their sheer mass would be enough to break through. They were, however, relentless. Inara watched as they clambered over the impaled dead and swarmed the first tier, filling it with bloodshed.

      Athis unleashed fireball after fireball, reducing the orcs’ numbers with every hit. I cannot get any closer. Just one of those explosive bolts will be the end of us!

      Inara watched the six-legged creatures zig-zag across The White Vale with no coordination. The wrath bolts cut through the air at varying angles, often over the horde of orcs, preventing the dragons from getting much closer.

      Drop me down there! Inara showed Athis the exact place in her mind, towards the edge of the horde, where the mobile ballistas were charging about.

      I’m not putting you down there! Athis rebuked. If you’re going down it will be on the other side of the defences, with Master Thorn.

      Drop me on top of the closest ballista, Athis! Without those bolts, you and Ilargo could burn these orcs before they raze half the city!

      Athis huffed, dodged an incoming wrath bolt, and glanced back at Inara. I would say don’t do anything foolish, but I can read your mind…

      Inara beamed and patted his scales. Let’s go!

      Athis brought in his wings and corkscrewed through the air, shifting his weight to plummet towards the orcs. The speed with which he dropped made it all the harder for the ballistas to target him and his sudden expansion of wings scared the six-legged creatures, knocking the orcs off balance and their aim with it.

      Embrace your instincts!

      Athis’s departing words echoed inside Inara’s mind as she dropped down between the gap in his wing and neck. Using a combination of elven grace and Dragorn training, Inara timed her fall perfectly. This was unfortunate for the orcs manning the mobile ballista.

      The half-elf landed in a crouch atop the giant crossbow, her sudden arrival so surprising that one of the orcs jumped back and fell out of the chariot. Before the horned beast had finished rolling through the snow, Inara had swiped her Vi’tari blade across the neck of the remaining orc, separating it from its head.

      With the army of orcs to her left, Inara hopped into the chariot and took control of the reins. She directed the six-legged creatures around the circumference, steering clear of the main bulk of orcs. She had a specific prey in mind.

      Charging towards her, oblivious to Inara’s control of the ballista, the orcs were aiming their next wrath bolt into the sky. The Dragorn guided her chariot to run parallel, taking her past them in a blur. One swing of her enchanted scimitar killed the nearest six-legged mount, bringing a swift end to its momentum. The beast instantly collapsed under itself and dragged the second monster down with it. True success was found when the chariot flipped forwards and the wrath bolt fired into the ground, blowing them all to whatever hell the orcs believed in.

      That was two mobile ballistas off the field, yet the sky was still streaked with the black darts. Ilargo dared to swoop in here and there, but he was quickly turned back. Athis deliberately stuck close to the eastern wing of the horde, keeping his shadow over Inara.

      There are more to the west, the red dragon informed her.

      Inara turned the beasts towards the front of the army, where they were currently being funnelled into the lower town.

      Inara, where are you going? It would be safer to travel around the back of the horde!

      The Dragorn examined the giant crossbow mounted in front of her. I’ve got one wrath bolt loaded and ready. I can’t load another one, so this needs to count.

      Inara… Athis’s tone was thick with caution, aware of her plan.

      The half-elf gave herself a wide arc, bringing the chariot in line to sweep across the head of the horde, where their numbers met the first tier. They were bottle-necked, but there was just enough space for the chariot to pass through. There were, however, a lot of orcs in that bottle-neck.

      Inara grinned with wicked glee, most unbefitting of a Dragorn. Still, she grinned.

      Inara charged her six-legged beasts between two of the lower town’s buildings and took aim. The mounted ballista sounded a satisfying thud as it launched the wrath bolt into the bottle-neck of orcs. The explosion and spray of bodies was even more satisfying.

      The Dragorn charged her mounts through the chaos of smoke, ash, and body parts, and continued on through the lower town until she was on the western side of their fiendish army. Her attack had been so swift and so devastating that the orcs hadn’t the time to realise that the chariot racing past possessed not a single orc, let alone process the fact that it had been that same chariot that had just killed so many.

      Heading into the vista of trampled snow and falling ash, Inara sighted a dozen more of the terrible ballistas that hunted her companion. With no one to load another bolt for her, the Dragorn raised her Vi’tari blade with a dangerous glint in her eye.
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        * * *

      

      “Fall back to the second tier!” Vighon growled, struggling to find the air in his chest for anything more.

      The command was echoed across the space between the two rows of entrenched logs that formed the first tier. The soldiers of Namdhor retreated slowly, never daring to turn their backs on the pressing orcs. Vighon had already stepped over three of his own men and countless men under Captain Gallow’s command.

      The battle became a routine of rhythmic actions. Shield up, shield down, swing sword, shield up. Every now and then, the northman chanced a kick to push his enemy back, but the worry of losing the limb saw him rarely break from his routine.

      This wasn’t the kind of fighting Vighon enjoyed, and he did enjoy a good fight. There was no opportunity to employ any real skill beyond the ability to defend and lash out. His flaming sword had been an enjoyable advantage, blinding as it was to the light-sensitive orcs, but it was inevitably extinguished by combat.

      For a short while though, every orc that fell upon him had faced the light of his sword before its final bite. The fire made the pale beasts clumsy in their attacks, blinding them to Vighon’s swinging blade or that of another.

      Along with the others, the northman slowly backed his way towards the gap between the sharpened logs, beyond which sat the plain of the second tier. His sword no longer the deterrent it had been, Vighon discovered he was relying more and more on Galanör’s blades to keep the swarming orcs at bay.

      Once inside the second tier, higher up, the northman had his first look at the state of their siege. The first tier was piled with dead from both sides. The lower town was gone, drowning in orcs, and there were a couple of thousand behind them from across The White Vale. They had only five more tiers with which to fall back before they were in the upper city, where they had failed to finish building their defences.

      Vighon’s despair was lifted when he caught sight of Gideon and Galanör, both of whom were still inside the first tier. The two warriors were holding back the flow and giving the stragglers more time to retreat. It also gave Vighon more time to coordinate his men.

      “Spears!” he ordered, pointing to the gap between the logs.

      There were few spearmen still left and even fewer willing to pick up a spear and join them at the front. Captain Gallow proved that Namdhorian knights lead from the front and fell in beside his men, spear ready.

      A distracting sight for all, Gideon and Galanör dominated the back half of the first tier. The Master Dragorn was a slave to the will of his legendary Vi’tari blade. He danced around his enemies, evading and parrying before his blade ended them altogether. A burst of magic worked even better, an outstretched hand killing the orcs in droves.

      Galanör had the uncanny ability to face more than one opponent at a time, his dual scimitars slicing through the air in every direction. Stormweaver would parry an orc while Guardian cut through the neck of another, though one had to have sharp eyes to observe the elf, who was never in one place for more than a second.

      For all their skill and endurance, they were being swarmed. There seemed no end to the orcs as they charged through the gap, their jagged swords raised and a terrible cry on their lips.

      Vighon bellowed, “Gideon! Galanör! Retreat!”

      The northman, along with everyone else, flinched and covered his eyes when a sudden explosion rocked the entrance of the first tier. Orcs were scattered into the air, their bodies violently bursting apart, and three of the sharpened logs were sent spinning into splinters. A ballista-mounted chariot rocketed past the entrance in a blur, but Vighon noted the red cloak flying out behind the driver.

      The shocking explosion granted Gideon and Galanör the time they needed to rush back and take cover in the second tier, behind the spearmen.

      Thedomir began resupplying their front line with his men, replacing the fallen Namdhorian knights. “Leave some for us, eh?” he called.

      Vighon might have responded had the orcs not recovered from the explosion and renewed their charge. Under Captain Gallow’s orders, the spearmen braced again as the horned beasts rammed their shields.

      Vighon advanced on the orcs trying to climb over and between the sharpened logs. His sword made short work of them and his rounded shield came down on their heads time and time again. With Gideon and Galanör beside him, they kept the entire left side of the tier free of orcs. For just a moment, Vighon envisioned a victory…

      Then, the wall beside them exploded.

      The high-pitched whistle of the stray wrath bolt had been heard only a second before it arced over the horde and impacted the blacksmith’s shop. Stone, glass, and deadly debris were blown out across the second tier, knocking Vighon and many others to the ground. Being the closest, the northman should have been dead but, for the second time already, his life had been saved by magic. His enchanted shield had been raised, positioned to come down on the hard skull of an orc, when the blast struck him.

      With his ears ringing and sight wobbling, Vighon stumbled to his feet just in time to see the orcs finally push through the entrance of the second tier. Captain Gallow and his men were dispersed by the sheer number of orcs that burst through. He witnessed more than one knight being trampled to death.

      With a fire in his belly, the northman dashed forward to engage the wicked monsters. He was intercepted, however, by those who had climbed over the logs after the explosion. His shield came up with instinct and his sword plunged under the rim to gut the orc. His blade came out of the foul creature, red from guard to tip.

      When his shield came back down, Gideon and Galanör were by his side again, their lethal blades hacking away at the enemy’s numbers.

      Vighon Draqaro let loose a feral roar to match the orcs, hammered his steel against his shield, and rallied alongside the Skids. They were in the fight for their lives…
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      Alijah was damned. Between watching the deaths of the innocents he failed to save and the daily torture, he decided that death had claimed him long ago and he now resided in hell.

      For every memory he gleaned from inside Malliath’s mind, be it ancient history or simply flying over the ocean, Alijah was subjected to an act of pure aggression. The dragon’s mind was fractured, tormented by the violence he had seen. It chipped away at the rogue.

      After passing out against the cold wall, his beatings over for the day, Alijah had slipped into his bond with Malliath. At first, the sights, sounds, and smells had been incredible. The land beneath him was unrecognisable, leaving the half-elf to wonder if he was looking at Erador, to the west.

      Then, the serene landscape had become one of fire and blood. Dragons both swarmed the air and littered the ground, their magnificent bodies twisted and contorted into horrifying corpses. Alijah looked through Malliath’s eyes, searching for the source of death, be it some army of man.

      It was not men, nor even an army…

      Alijah beheld a creature so terribly massive that it made the dragons look no more than lizards. The monster was a mountain of scales on four legs, but the back half of its body was a writhing mass of thick tentacles, not dissimilar to an octopus. Its head was all mouth and teeth, adorned with four bulbous eyes as black as the abyss. One word came to Alijah’s mind.

      Leviathan…

      The dragons flew in every direction to evade the monster’s tentacles and snapping maw. Those that were too slow were ensnared by the beast and crushed by one of its tentacles before being discarded.

      Malliath dropped down and unleashed his breath of fire upon the Leviathan, scorching a line down its head and over one of its eyes. The Leviathan screeched, an ear-piercing sound that threatened to knock Malliath out of the sky.

      Despite the mounting bodies, the dragons pursued the Leviathan across the land. Alijah noted that the ocean dominated the horizon in front of the marching monster. It had to be The Hox, the largest ocean known to man and elf. It was also uncharted, due to the fact that every ship that set sail was never heard from again.

      Seeing the Leviathan, Alijah felt he had unravelled that mystery…

      Covered in burns, the four-legged monster charged into the waters of The Hox, sending great plumes of ocean into the air. The dragons never relented, desperate to kill the hulking Leviathan. Alas, the monster dived down and the last thing to be seen was one of its massive tentacles.

      The memory was instantly interrupted by a savage and dark flash of Malliath’s time in Korkanath, the mages’ school. He was chained down and branded from head to tail in ancient glyphs, a torture that required many days to complete. Alijah felt it all.

      It was his screams that woke him up, as they often did in these dark days. Standing before him, a silent observer, was The Crow.

      Alijah looked about, examining every inch of his horrid cell, checking for any sign of his next torment. Besides the two Reavers, guarding the door, The Crow was alone. Behind him, Malliath lay very still, his purple eyes fixed on the rogue. Asher, as always, was silently standing in the dark, awaiting his next command.

      “Maintain control, Alijah,” The Crow warned. “Your bond grows with every day. You must not let Malliath’s mind fracture your own.”

      Alijah kept his mouth shut, too cold and terrified to do anything else.

      The Crow tilted his head and gave the rogue a curious look. “What is the third lesson?”

      Alijah blurted, “Sacrifice without hesitation.”

      The Crow nodded, apparently satisfied. “And the sixth lesson?”

      “The truth is not always what you want it to be. It is what it is. You must bend to its power or live a lie.” Alijah knew the words like he knew the names of his family.

      The Crow moved ever closer. “And the second lesson?”

      Alijah quickly replied, “Heroes die.” The rogue took a breath and recited The Crow’s every word. “The world doesn’t need people to stand up for it and die in the process. They would be called heroic and selfless. Martyrs to the cause of peace. But, Verda needs more than a dead hero to recall in hard times. It needs someone who doesn’t die, someone who will stand firm against the darkness and maintain peace at all costs.”

      The Crow laughed silently to himself. “Very good. You have a lot to accomplish in your life, Alijah. To see the fruits of your great work, however, you have a lot of training to complete first. Warriors and heroes aren’t made in a matter of days.” The wizard glanced up at the black sky. “Beyond these walls, the world continues to turn, bringing with it the new Age. Sadly, we don’t have the time to complete your training in such fashion.”

      Alijah pushed the memories of his lessons aside and tried to focus on what The Crow was saying. It seemed, unfortunately, that the ancient necromancer was determined to speak in riddles.

      The rogue looked anywhere but in The Crow’s eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “Explaining it would be difficult,” The Crow lamented. “But, since it’s time for your training to move on, I will simply show you.”

      The Reavers joined their master and went about releasing Alijah from his manacles. Their firm grip kept the rogue upright before the wizard.

      “This will be the last time you see this chamber. It will also be some time before you are reunited with Malliath.” The Crow turned to the dragon and his rider before Alijah could respond. “Take flight, voiceless one! Burn Namdhor to the ground! Kill any that try to stop you!”

      Alijah tried to struggle against his undead guards, but there was nothing he could do to stop Asher from mounting Malliath and the pair taking off into the sky. The farther away the dragon flew, the wider the hole grew in Alijah’s chest. He was conflicted, fearing for the lives of those Malliath was going to take as well as the dragon’s life itself.

      After the pair had disappeared from sight, The Crow strode out of the chamber and the Reavers marched Alijah behind him. They journeyed through The Bastion, passing shadowy halls and curious mages of The Black Hand.

      The rogue was taken deep into the keep’s bowels, through the long corridors of prison cells, each filled with scared and confused people. At the end of the hall stood a heavy iron door. It wasn’t the door that captured Alijah’s attention, however, but the ancient glyphs inscribed along its edges and over the threshold.

      The Crow flicked his wand and the thick door swung open with a grating creek. Inside, the windowless chamber was illuminated by mounted torches, all of which highlighted more ancient glyphs. The runes marked the walls from floor to ceiling, painted in red.

      Besides the glyphs, the room was entirely ordinary. “What is this?” he asked, trembling.

      The wizard looked from Alijah to the interior. “This is where you will conclude your training. Think of it as a forge. In there, you will be tempered and reshaped until a true king is born.”

      The Crow lifted his hand and revealed a green apple. He clamped his teeth around it and removed a sizeable chunk, which Alijah watched him eat with ravenous eyes. When he had swallowed the bite, the necromancer casually threw the rest of the apple into the cell.

      Alijah instinctively backed away from the open door as he witnessed the effects on the apple. The Reavers held him in place, forcing him to watch as the apple deteriorated, rotting before his very eyes. The bite mark quickly became brown sludge and the green exterior wrinkled and began to close in on itself.

      “What… What is that?”

      The Crow regarded the rotten apple. “Time is against us. For all the centuries of planning I always knew our time together would be limited. This war is distracting, but it will not last forever.”

      Alijah heard the words but he took from it another meaning. Was The Crow saying that people would come looking for him? Was that why they didn’t have time? It was a speck of hope in what appeared to be an eternally dark future.

      “Inside this room,” the wizard explained, “you will experience the passage of time differently. A day in the real world is a month in here.”

      Alijah swallowed hard. Even his nightmares couldn’t have prepared him for this. Now, inside that room, he would have to live through what? Months of torture? Years even? The rogue didn’t know if he could do that. His mind was already teetering on the edge of despair and madness. How could he do this without Malliath?

      “Go, Alijah,” The Crow bade. “Pass through and let the remnants of your old self die away. Embrace this change and rise above pain and loss and grief. Become something more!”

      The Reavers let go of his arms and stood back. Any thought of rebellion was fleeting, given his circumstances. He had but one direction. Still, his feet remained planted on the floor.

      The Crow whispered in his ear, “The fear that has taken a hold of you is an opportunity. Use it to find your courage, Alijah.”

      His hands clenched, Alijah stepped forward and entered the chamber, his fate sealed…
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      “Come on, ye stupid pig! Faster!”

      Doran had his Warhog charging down the main slope of Namdhor at full speed, its hind legs kicking up snow and mud in their wake.

      With no defences in place, the northerners searching for shelter were able to get out of the dwarf’s way with ease, but when he reached the halfway point, the sharpened logs narrowed the path, a path that was currently filled with soldiers and orcs.

      Using the Namdhorian horn he had borrowed, Doran announced his arrival with three loud blasts. The soldiers at the back turned to see a dwarf riding towards them astride a large Warhog, a strange sight even on a day when dragons flew in the sky and orcs laid siege to the city.

      Quite sensibly, the soldiers shouted the warning ahead and a neat parting was quickly formed down the centre of the path. Doran hollered and blasted the horn a few more times as he approached the front line. When the last of the soldiers moved out of his way, the son of Dorain discarded the horn and held both his sword and newly acquired axe at the ready.

      Then, he saw them. Orcs!

      Seeing flesh atop what had only ever been skeletons to Doran enraged his inner dwarf. Hearing them and smelling the foul creatures didn’t help either. Had he his senses about him, the dwarf would have glimpsed the bewildered expressions of Gideon, Galanör, and Vighon as he charged past them.

      A terrifying growl let rip from deep in his soul and he unleashed the Warhog upon the orcs. The pig leaped forward, into the masses, as Doran barrelled into the orcs who escaped the Warhog’s bulk. Together, they forced the beasts back, creating space for the soldiers in the second tier.

      Swinging his axe and sword about him, Doran yelled, “I am Doran, son o’ Dorain, son o’ Dorryn! Heavybelly’s our name an’ don’ ye forget it, ye ugly monsters!”

      Unaccustomed to fighting one his size, the orcs struggled to land a successful blow to Doran. More often than not, they missed him entirely and struck one of their own. Those that did hit the dwarf found their swords bouncing off his armour.

      Doran did not have any such problems…

      His axe curled around him, cutting legs out from under his foes, while his sword swung out backhand, blocking and chopping at once. His kin were renowned for their sense of direction, but in the middle of the fray, Doran had lost his north and south. Every step he took, unknown to him, was a step towards the main bulk of orcs.

      Pig battered its way through the horde, knocking orcs down from left to right. Its fierce tusks ripped through their pale bodies and dragged them about, creating even more chaos. Thankfully, its proximity to Doran stopped the overwhelming numbers from getting the better of the dwarf.

      One particularly bold orc ran at Doran with a spear, hoping to kill him from beyond the reach of his axe and sword. The son of Dorain, however, was a veteran of more wars than the orc had enjoyed hot meals. A strong throw of his axe and the stupid orc found he had a curved blade buried in his chest. Before he could die, the dwarf ran at him, jumped, and used the axe handle to pull himself up. He came down on the orc with his sword raised over his blond head, ready for the next beastie.

      This was the most fun he’d had in years!

      “Doran!” Galanör’s melodic voice found the dwarf’s ears and he turned to see the elf behind a blur of steel.

      “Good to see ye, lad!” Doran knocked out the knee of an orc and head butted him to the ground.

      “You need to fall back!” the elven ranger warned.

      “Fall back?” Doran echoed incredulously. “I’ve only jus’ got ’ere!” Two more orcs fell to his sword and axe, their blood splattering against his black and golden armour.

      “Doran!” Galanör’s voice had an edge of urgency to it now. “You must retreat with me!”

      The Heavybelly groaned and jumped back onto his Warhog. “Come on then!” he moaned, lashing out with his sword on the way back up the slope.

      With Galanör close on the Warhog’s hooves, the pair dashed behind the spearmen guarding the narrow entrance to the third tier. Doran ignored the curious looks everyone was giving him and made for Vighon and Gideon.

      “What’s all this runnin’ away for?” he demanded, dissatisfied with the amount of blood on his blades.

      Vighon didn’t grant him an answer but, instead, turned up the slope and shouted, “Release!”

      The men parted again and a string of barrels were sent rolling down the hill. The spearmen thrust their weapons forward one last time before rushing back, allowing the barrels to roll between them. The picture came together for Doran when Gideon threw out his hand and cast a fireball at the entrance to the third tier.

      The orcs struggled to navigate the cumbersome barrels, but their efforts were short-lived when Gideon’s spell struck the barrel in the middle. In the most violent fashion, the oil inside was immediately ignited to the point of exploding. The barrels in front and behind were victim to the impact and they too exploded. The fiery oil reached in all directions and soon had the sharpened logs on either side aflame.

      The orcs in the entrance were writhing around, their pale bodies on fire from feet to horns. The light, combined with the heat of the fire, pushed the orcs behind them back. Those trying to climb over the spikes were similarly pushed back, their limbs scorched and eyes blinded.

      Doran had held up his arm in time to shield himself from the oil, but more than one of the Namdhorians was in a state of distress, their cloaks on fire. Vighon had been protected by his round shield, allowing him to come back at the orcs with renewed fury.

      Doran turned his Warhog and joined Vighon in slaying the few orcs who had succeeded in climbing over the spikes. The dwarf took advantage of Vighon’s aid and weaved in and out astride Pig, hacking, chopping, and slicing his way through the enemy.

      Orcish snarls and gnashing fangs found Doran’s ears, but the source caused great alarm. The pale beasts were using their brains and had foregone the narrow entrance in favour of ramming their way through the buildings either side. To their left, a cluster of orcs had broken through anything they could and now charged at the dwarf and the northman from the alleyway. On the other side of the third tier, the same outbreak was taking place and Captain Larnce had been forced to redirect his men to hold the side street.

      The son of Dorain spurred Pig towards the alley only to be beaten by Galanör, the elf’s light but powerful strides propelling him into the orcs. His scimitars flashed and hot blood splattered up the walls. Doran protested, proclaiming that the orcs were his, but the elven ranger was as swift as he was deadly. Before the dwarf could hop off his Warhog, the orcs were dead.

      Thankfully, and this word was thought only by Doran, there were more piling into the alley having followed the others. He ran his axe down the length of his sword, licked his lips, and cried out to the Mother and Father as he rushed into the fray beside Galanör.

      “The name’s Heavybelly! Doran Heavybelly!” The dwarf brought orcs down with every swing. “I tell ye ugly bastards so when ye get to the hall o’ Grarfath an’ he flings ye into the black pit, ye can tell ’im who sent ye!” Doran laughed heartily.
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      Gideon could see the coming calamity before it happened. The orcs, relentless in their assault, were throwing their dead on top of the fire, piling them up to douse the flames and allow them back into the third tier. There was no honour given to their fallen, their bodies serving nothing but a practical use.

      “General!” The Master Dragorn directed Thedomir’s attention to the dying flames.

      “Move up!” Thedomir commanded, pushing his men into line beside what was left of Captain Gallow’s.

      To their left, the alley swarming with orcs was being held by Doran and Galanör. On the other side, the flow of orcs was being held back by Captain Larnce and his Namdhorian knights. Vighon was hammering away at the orcs foolish enough to try and climb over the spikes.

      Gideon was doing his best to keep his focus and ignore the cuts and injuries that appeared spontaneously across his body. Every arrow and spear that wounded Ilargo was mirrored in himself, but that bond went both ways. He had to stay sharp and prevent his companion from suffering further.

      Ilargo reported, Many at the back of the horde are scattering across The White Vale.

      Exposed to the dragons, Gideon could understand why. Let them run. Concentrate on the main bulk.

      We are, Ilargo replied, a little irritated. The wrath bolts are proving bothersome. I’m spending more time evading them than burning the orcs.

      At least it keeps their aim off the city, Gideon countered. The thought of their defence being hammered by wrath bolts on top of the horde was harrowing. If you could get hit by fewer arrows, though, that would be appreciated.

      Ilargo responded with a snarl that almost made Gideon smile. Since the orcs were beginning to climb over their dead, however, he gritted his teeth, raised Mournblade in both hands, and leaped at the enemy.

      The Vi’tari blade took over, guiding him to every threat and vulnerability. The enchanted steel parried orcish blades before taking the lives of their owners. As powerful as Gideon was, and he was undoubtably the most powerful warrior in Namdhor right now, he couldn’t stop the invaders’ swelling numbers in the third tier.

      With intense focus, Gideon directed his will into the Vi’tari blade, commanding it to take extra care with so many allies around him. As a result, his form was tightened and his attacks made surgical.

      Inara needs your help! Ilargo warned. She has been dealing with the ballistas that harass us, but her actions have been noted by the horde.

      What’s happening? Gideon managed between the swings of his scimitar.

      Many are breaking away from the siege to attack her. Gideon, we need those ballistas removed from the battlefield. Athis and I can end this!

      The Master Dragorn could hear the urgency in Ilargo’s tone, his concern for Inara grave. He could also hear the emphasis on their ability to end the assault given the chance. With no wrath bolts to bring them down, the dragons could endure a few arrows if it meant scorching the orcs.

      He was, however, in the middle of the third tier and surrounded by battle. Everywhere he looked, men and orcs were dying in the snow and mud, their bodies coated in ash and blood. Despite the chaos and death, Gideon had no trouble finding Vighon Draqaro. His sword cut down orc after orc and his men rallied behind him, his resolve lending to theirs.

      Gideon had to trust that the young man could continue to lead Namdhor’s defences while he helped Inara with their most powerful counter attack. Without a word to any others, the Master Dragorn began to cut a swathe through the third tier, working his way towards the western edge and Captain Larnce’s men.

      Outnumbered as he was, Mournblade wasn’t able to lash out fast enough and kill the orc lunging for Gideon’s chest. A quick shift in his shoulders prevented the orc’s spear from piercing his heart, but it did cut a line across his ribs. Gideon cried out in pain and brought his scimitar to bear, driving the point through the orc’s face. Had he not been in the fray, he would have heard Ilargo roar in identical pain with his ears rather than across their bond.

      At the very edge of the plateau, where the side street met the third tier, Gideon used the agility granted to him by his bond with Ilargo, and dashed up the side of the building. In just a few seconds, he was on the roof and sprinting south, back down the slope of the city. Stray arrows whistled through the air, but sight wasn’t required for his Vi’tari blade to repel them.

      With one daring leap after another, Gideon finally found his feet landing on the hard ground again. The orcs caught sight of him and diverted from the slog up the hill and made for their new prey. Gideon paid them no heed and ran between the buildings of the lower town, Ilargo’s urgency fuelling his speed.

      A handful of orcs, unfortunate enough to have decided that raiding the lower town would be safer than laying siege to the slope, were in the Master Dragorn’s path. Beyond them lay The White Vale, over a thousand more orcs, and half a dozen mobile ballistas. That was Gideon’s destination.

      Mournblade swung left then right, dropping the nearest two in quick succession. Gideon extended his hand and let loose a blast of telekinetic energy, the wave strong enough to launch the remaining orcs through the wall of a tavern.

      Leaving the dead behind, Gideon ran out into the snow with a small vial to his lips. The orange liquid therein was an elixir of his own concoction, one which he had shared with all those of his order. To the onlooking orcs, the man sprinting up the western flank of their army was moving faster than any land animal they knew of.

      If any fired arrows or hurled spears his way, the Master Dragorn was oblivious to the slow projectiles. Up ahead, the orcs breaking away from the horde were clear to see, as was Inara, the source of their ire. The young Dragorn was charging around the snow having commandeered one of their chariots.

      Her Vi’tari blade swiped out at the orcs who tried to jump onto the chariot or even mount one of the six-legged beasts. Their distraction, as it was, prevented her from continuing any assault against the remaining ballistas, the closest of which was in front of Gideon, unaware that he was closing the gap behind them.

      A single leap placed Gideon on the back of the chariot and a single thrust of his blade ended the life of the driver. If the other orc was shocked by his sudden appearance, he never had the chance to express it before his head was lopped from his body.

      Now, in control of his own ballista, Gideon rotated the giant crossbow and aimed it at the strand of orcs breaking away from the horde. The wrath bolt would have claimed most of their lives had another ballista not crossed its path. The result, however, was still the same. The chariot’s occupants and their six-legged mounts were blown into the next life in such a violent fashion that the debris took some of the other orcs with it.

      Still, with one less ballista on the battlefield, the dragons had better opportunity to remind the orcs why they were better off underground.

      Inara raced past Gideon, their paths taking them in opposite directions, and lashed out at the orcs chasing behind his chariot.

      Focus on the ballistas! Ilargo reminded him, a spear digging into his hind leg.

      Gideon winced as the pain shot through his thigh, but the wound was proportionate to Ilargo. Had the spear struck Gideon, the injury would have been devastating for them both.

      Inara turned her chariot around and joined Gideon in the hunt for the remaining ballistas. Their Vi’tari blades came down fast and hard on the orcs that attempted to reclaim the chariots. Together, they ambushed one ballista after another, attacking from both sides. With the dragons providing aerial reconnaissance, the Dragorn were constantly aware of every orc’s position.

      After decapitating the mounts and destroying the next ballista, the very last chariot turned around and charged towards them. The fixed crossbow was no longer pointed at the sky…

      Gideon reacted instinctively and threw his arm out at Inara. The magic that erupted from his palm pushed the half-elf over the side and into the snow. She rolled over herself three times before the wrath bolt impacted against the front of her chariot. The explosion devastated the cart and killed her mounts in the process, but it also created a concussive wave that flipped Gideon’s chariot over.

      The Master Dragorn was tossed forward as the explosion caught the back end of his chariot. The mounts cried out before the ballista buried them both and a plume of smoke and snow rose into the air. Gideon hit the ground in a roll, but his momentum proved too much and he quickly lost control. His limbs slammed against the ground again and again until his hand relented its grip of Mournblade.

      At last, covered in mud and ash, Gideon came to rest face down. His back ached and his head throbbed from the concussive knock, but his immediate concern was that of Ilargo, whose head experienced the same dizziness. Above him, to the east, the green dragon roared, shook his head, and began to fall out of the sky. Adding to his problems, the surviving mobile ballista was still charging towards him…

      Judging by the lack of aid, Inara was too far behind to be of any help. Mournblade was sticking out of the snow, again, too far away to be of any help. Between the approaching ballista and Ilargo’s descent, Gideon couldn’t help but see his end in sight.

      Proving the strength of his royal lineage, however, Ilargo recovered enough from Gideon’s injuries to extend his wings and glide over the orcs. His hardened chest kept most of the arrows at bay, but Gideon still felt the sting of a few across his arms and legs.

      Use the Moonblade! Ilargo advised.

      Gideon kept his eyes on the ballista, which was being reloaded, as he reached around his waist for the handle of the Moonblade. He could feel the magic in his grip, its essence that of Reyna Galfrey herself. Staying in a crouch, he brought the blade around to see its opal shell and glowing interior. The colours inside were hypnotic and beautiful, but he wasn’t interested in its appearance.

      The ballista hurtled by and Gideon rolled to the side at the last moment, avoiding the trampling feet of the six-legged beasts. As he came back up, beside the chariot, the Master Dragorn held out the Moonblade and let its magical edge cut through the wheels and cart. There was no resistance. The side of the chariot collapsed without the support and the two orcs spilled out and tumbled through the snow.

      Gideon stood to his full height, marvelling at the dagger. He was entranced for a second too long and the fallen orcs rose to challenge him. Even without Mournblade, his reflexes were still better than most men, elves too. Using the ancient fighting form of the Mag’dereth, Gideon dispatched both orcs with ease, the Moonblade slicing through their weapons, armour, and thick muscle like butter.

      Inara ran to his side with Mournblade in hand, though her eyes were drawn to the magical weapon in Gideon’s hand. The Master Dragorn sheathed the dagger and welcomed his enchanted scimitar back.

      Inara nodded her chin at the orcs still cramming into Namdhor’s lower half. “The city is falling under shadow…”

      Gideon noted Namdhor’s dire situation, but considering where they were standing, he was currently concerned with the few hundred orcs who had broken away from the back of the horde. They were running towards them with a hunger for blood in their eyes.

      Inara lifted her Vi’tari blade and assumed form three of the Mag’dereth. “This fight isn’t over yet…”

      Gideon had the slightest curl of a smile pushing at his cheek. “Yes it is,” he said confidently, sheathing Mournblade.

      Before the orcs could reach them, Ilargo dropped out of the sky with a dramatically earth-shaking thud. His hulking form was silhouetted by the torrent of fire he expelled upon the orcs. The flames stretched out across The White Vale and engulfed them all.

      With no wrath bolts to fear, Athis glided low over the back of the vanguard and streaked a line of fire that claimed the lives of hundreds from end to end.

      Gideon looked up at Ilargo with a singular message for the dragon.

      End it.
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      “Fall back!”

      Vighon was deeply angered by the need for such an order, yet again. Captain Gallow and his men were gone, the last of their company killed in the fourth tier. Now, they were retreating from the fifth tier and entering the last line of defence. Beyond this point, the orcs would no longer be funnelled and their numbers would prove superior.

      Captain Larnce was being dragged back through the ranks, his wounds too serious to see him continue. His men fell under Vighon’s command, but there was no order besides kill them all. Throughout the battle, he couldn’t say he had laid eyes on Captain Flint and his men…

      Thedomir, on the other hand, was ever-present. Wielding his axes like a man possessed, the general always led his men from the front, never slowing. His blond hair and goatee were coated in blood, both his enemy’s and his own.

      As always, Doran Heavybelly and Galanör were the last to pass between the sharpened logs and enter the last tier of defence. Elf and dwarf were proof that man simply wasn’t up to the task of matching their mettle. Then there was the pig. Doran’s Warhog counted for ten men with its pointed tusks and malicious attitude.

      With no spearmen left and their weapons scattered across Namdhor’s slope, there was no first line of defence. Vighon, bereft of his shield, lost farther down, raised his sword and braced himself in the mud. Garrett and what remained of the Skids were beside him, all of whom were resigned to the fact that they were going to die this day.

      If that was to be their fate, then Vighon would die with them. The northman yelled at the top of his lungs and swung at the first of the orcs to burst through the gap between Galanör and Doran. With rage and steel, he showed the orcs that the light of man would not be so easily extinguished.

      “With me!” he cried.

      For what might be the last time, the men of Namdhor clashed with the wave of orcs. Vighon fought with abandon, never relenting. In the chaos, though, it was easy to be turned around, distracted by the opportunity to aid the man beside him. An orc, painted from head to toe in yellow and black, rammed into the northman, picking him up before slamming him into the ground.

      The feral beast roared at him from above and brought down its two-handed hammer. Vighon rolled one way then the other to avoid the deadly blows, all the while being kicked by other combatants. One such kick knocked his senses and he missed the next incoming hammer-strike.

      It should have been his end, like so many times before. There was no magic to protect him now, however, only the courage of a young man. Having disobeyed Vighon, Ruban now stood over him, his sword between the northman and the hammer. The blade looked to be too heavy for the squire and his armour had been applied without help or appropriate fitting, making him appear all the younger.

      The painted orc growled at Ruban and withdrew its hammer, happy to kill the squire first. Vighon sat up and plunged his sword into the orc’s gut. A quick twist and a hard push shoved the blade into its heart, killing it instantly. There was no time for thanks or any words. There was only the battle.

      Vighon put his hand into Ruban’s chest and directed him back through the ranks of Thedomir’s men. He was grateful for the squire and his perfect timing, but now he wanted him as far away as possible. Ruban only made it two steps before he was forced to fight for his life, as more orcs converged on them.

      The northman would have cursed had he had the breath. Instead, he remained close and aided the young man in what little hope they had of surviving. Drawn to Vighon, Galanör and Doran added their deadly skills and lightened the load. With a weapon in each hand, they were formidable opponents, counting for several Namdhorian soldiers each.

      It wasn’t long, unfortunately, before they were pushed beyond the boundaries of the sixth and final tier. The open space of Namdhor’s main street scattered Thedomir’s men and what few remained of the Namdhorians. Still, the orcs poured out, their uphill charge being nothing but a mild inconvenience. Exhausted, Vighon failed to see how he, or any others, could stay on their feet much longer, let alone continue the fight.

      A gap opened up between the invaders and the defenders. The orcs appeared to be savouring the moment they, a simple vanguard, had pushed past their defences and finally dominated the city. The Namdhorians were too fatigued to dwell on anything, with most eyeing the alleys and side streets in a last bid to escape.

      With ragged breath, Vighon gripped his sword in both hands and shouted, “One of you will be the end of me! But, I guarantee it won’t be the first to try…”

      The orcs snarled and growled at him, his words likely lost in the wind, if they understood him at all.

      Doran banged his sword against his armour. “Come on, ye foul spawn!”

      The orcs, confident that their victory lay on the other side of a few hundred men, charged the final defensive line. Prepared to meet his end, Vighon braced his legs and raised his sword to swing hard.

      Inara Galfrey’s appearance was as sudden as it was devastating.

      The young Dragorn landed in the strip of the mud between them and hammered the hilt of her scimitar into the ground. The crystal, therein, unleashed the magic stored inside and a wave of condensed air slammed into the orcs, throwing them back.

      Over her shoulder, Inara cried, “Get back!”

      Vighon and the others followed her gaze to the sky, where a red dragon was coming in to land. They dashed to the edges of the road as fast as they could and gave Athis the room his enormous bulk required. Inara ran back to meet her companion as all four of his considerable legs thundered into the slope.

      The recovering orcs looked upon Athis and saw their doom, just as their ancestors had five thousand years ago.

      The red dragon inhaled a deep breath. The orcs turned around but their retreat was blocked by the hundreds that accompanied them. Then, Athis exhaled.

      The jet of fire was intense, but Vighon refrained from shielding his eyes. He wanted to watch them burn. Dragon fire washed over the horde and consumed the rows of sharpened logs, setting everything alight. When the time came for Athis to take another breath, the dragon began to march over the charred bodies and flames in pursuit.

      Vighon ran down the side street and ascended the steps to the nearest catapult platform. From there, he could see the slope of Namdhor and the ruin of the orcs. The stupid beasts were fleeing down the main street, cramming between the logs. Athis, immune to fire, continued to burn those at the back, littering the path with smoking bodies.

      As The White Vale began to fill back up with orcs, Ilargo was waiting for them. The majestic green dragon glided low over the horde and let loose his unbridled fury. The ground was soon scorched black and the air filled with smoke and licking flames. Under such threat, the orcs abandoned any semblance of order and scattered across the vale, most heading for The Evermoore.

      On his own, Vighon sighed with such relief that he fell back against the catapult and slid to the ground. He tossed his blade aside and closed his eyes.

      They hadn’t won. But, Namdhor was still standing…
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        * * *

      

      How long his eyes had remained closed for was a fleeting question when Vighon looked up and realised it was Ruban standing over him. The young squire was haggard and filthy, but his face was beaming through it all.

      “Captain!” he exclaimed. “Everyone’s looking for you.”

      Vighon groaned as he found his feet. “You ignored my command.” The northman took back his sword, collected by Ruban, and offered the squire a genuine smile. “Thank you…”

      Ruban nodded, humble as ever. “What good is a squire if he can’t save your life every now and then?”

      Vighon sheathed his sword and turned for the main street. “I wouldn’t go making a habit of it. The next time might be the end of us both.”

      Together, they entered the milling mob of soldiers tending to each other’s wounds and patting each other on the back. Namdhorian citizens began to flood the streets and give aid where they could, bringing supplies of food and water.

      The sight was heart-warming, but Vighon was stopped in his tracks. “There are so few…” he whispered.

      The Namdhorian citizens gave the appearance of a vast population, but the number of actual warriors resting on the slope didn’t count for many. He was glad to see the faces of his own company, the Skids, among the wounded and exhausted. They gave their captain a nod of respect and he left them where they were, giving them all a well-earned chance to take a breath.

      Garrett emerged from the mob and stood before Vighon, his expression stern. The two held each other’s gaze for a moment, then the older knight grinned from ear to ear and patted his captain on the arm.

      “Today, you earned that title. You saved my life more than once, that’s for sure.”

      Vighon glanced at Ruban beside him. “We kept each other safe.”

      “Aye!” Garrett patted him on the arm again. “That’s what brothers do!” The Skids heard their comrade and cheered with all the heart they had left.

      Vighon blinked the ash out of his eyes. “Does this mean you’re not going to be a pain in my arse anymore?”

      Garrett’s smile faded and he became serious. “I treated you unfairly. I have been dissatisfied with my company and yourself because… Well, because I was given the captaincy before you were elevated. You replaced me and took command of a company I didn’t really want.” Garrett licked his lips, searching for more of an explanation to accompany his apology.

      Beyond tired and mixed with relief, Vighon didn’t need to hear any more. “I am honoured to have fought beside you, Garrett, son of Graynor.” The northman put a hand on Garrett’s shoulder. “My appointment surprised us both, but I assure you, it will not last.”

      Garrett frowned. “Captain?”

      There was too much to tell and it wasn’t a simple tale, so Vighon kept his answer vague. “My service was part of an exchange, of sorts. Lord Draqaro made me captain because it served his purpose. I don’t intend to aid him any further.”

      “You’re stepping down?” Garrett concluded.

      The question posed, Vighon hesitated. He knew what Arlon had been expecting to find in the depths of Vengora, useless as it was, and he had succeeded in rallying Namdhor’s defences.

      “There are better men than me who can take up the defence of this city, you included.”

      Garrett was having none of it. “Vighon, we need you—”

      The northman held up a hand to prevent further protest. “Namdhor has my sword, Garrett. I’m just not fighting with a golden cloak on my back.”

      “Forget it!” Thedomir snapped. The man from Grey Stone marched over, ignoring the young woman trying to clean the bloody wound above his eye, and met Vighon with a fierce gaze. “As General, and the highest-ranking person here, I deny your request to withdraw from service.”

      Weary, Vighon squinted at the general. “Thedomir…” he pleaded.

      “I won’t hear it, lad. After everything you did today, this city and its people can’t afford for you to do whatever you want. Besides, the real army of orcs hasn’t even arrived yet. There’s still much to be done.”

      Vighon couldn’t argue with the latter. “As you say, General Thedomir.”

      Burdened with his duty for a while longer, Vighon instructed his men and Ruban to find rest, for they would have only a night of it. As Thedomir said, the real army had yet to arrive.

      Breaking away from the throng, Vighon joined Doran and Inara by the last row of sharpened logs. They were still on fire, along with every row all the way down the main street. A thick line of charred bodies created a black path to the base of the city.

      Galanör walked up the hill, between the flaming logs and greeted Vighon with a round shield in his hands. “Yours, I believe?”

      The northman gladly took it back, noting the lack of damage to the shield. “Thank you, Hadavad,” he said with a smile. “And thank you,” he said to the elf and dwarf. “You kept many of us alive out there, the pig too.”

      “We followed your lead,” Galanör replied.

      “Aye, ye did well, me boy!” Doran agreed. “I particularly enjoyed the explodin’ barrels! Shame abou’ the dragons though, eh?” he remarked with a sideways look at Inara. “There were at least a hunnered more orcs in need o’ meetin’ me blade…”

      Vighon looked over the dwarf, to the eastern horizon. “Don’t worry, Doran. It won’t be long before your blade tastes the blood of orcs again.” The northman turned to regard Inara and thank her and Athis for the heroism that saved them all. “Today’s victory is owed to…” The Dragorn was no longer standing there.

      “She moves with purpose,” Galanör noted, gesturing to Inara as she strode up the slope, away from them.

      “She returns to her mother,” Vighon said, sharing her concern. Reyna Galfrey was not his mother, but she had a helping hand in raising him nonetheless.

      “As should I,” Doran commented, grabbing his Warhog by the reins. “If ye need me, ye know where to find me.”

      Left with the elven ranger, and out of earshot of others, Vighon confessed, “How are we supposed to survive the next battle, Galanör? Three thousand orcs just marched halfway up the city and left us with so few men. Ten thousand more are coming from the east and they have war machines. We both know that even if the Namdhorian army is on its way back they’ll never get here before the orcs do.”

      “We still have two dragons,” Galanör reminded him.

      “Who were both occupied for most of the battle by ballista fire,” Vighon countered. “We’re on borrowed time, nothing more.”

      “Take heart, captain of Namdhor!” Arlon Draqaro rode down towards them with his entourage. “You won a great victory today,” he continued. “Let tomorrow’s problems wait until tomorrow. Tonight, we celebrate the Draqaros’ defence of Namdhor!” The lord held high the sword of the north and the people cheered: at least those who hadn’t been fighting cheered.

      “Of course you’re taking credit,” Vighon spat under his breath.

      “What was that?” Arlon asked. “Speak up, son of mine!”

      “I said: with all due respect, Lord Draqaro, these bodies need clearing, the dead need accounting for and burying, the fires need dousing, the catapults need reloading, and I need to take stock of how many men we have still able to hold a sword.”

      Arlon looked to protest, if not scold his son, but his response was stolen by Gideon Thorn. “The captain has a point, Lord Draqaro.” The Master Dragorn weaved between the charred bodies and flames to join them. “A larger force approaches from the east. They will see us to our end if we’re not ready for them. I would suggest we leave any and all celebrations until victory is assured.”

      Arlon straightened his back and clamped his jaw tight. “Then, rest while you can. We begin planning for the next battle this very night.” He shot his son one last look of contempt before turning his horse around and disappearing up the hill.

      “He’s not entirely wrong,” Gideon said in his wake. “You did win a great victory today, Vighon.”

      To the northman’s eyes, half the city was on fire, littered with the dead, and what precious few soldiers had stood to fight had been diminished beyond any recovery. “We’ve just delayed the inevitable,” he replied honestly.

      “You’ve given the people hope,” Gideon corrected, gesturing to the folk helping each other. “Today, you showed them that a few can stand up to the many. After today, the warriors that remain will have gained belief, not in the gods, but in themselves. That’s a powerful weapon on any battlefield.”

      Vighon eyed the hilt sticking out from the back of Gideon’s belt. “Speaking of powerful weapons…”

      Gideon removed the dagger for all to see. “Its edge is undeniable, but I fail to see how it will help to save the world.”

      “It won’t,” Vighon said flatly. “The Crow is just manipulating us. He probably plans on taking it from your corpse when this is all over.”

      Gideon flicked his head. “Now, there’s a cheery thought…”

      The northman shrugged. “I’m all out of cheery thoughts. I need food, a good drink, and a soft bed. Though, I would settle for just the bed at this point.”

      Now that he thought about it, every muscle ached and his stomach had a growl to match an orc. He was beginning to feel the toll of battle as every injury made itself known.

      Gideon sheathed the Moonblade. “I’m returning to The Dragon Keep to check on Reyna. Come and find me when the illustrious lord wishes to begin planning Namdhor’s defences.”

      Galanör nodded at the wounded. “I’m going to stay and help where I can. My healing magic isn’t great, but it’s better than a wet cloth and a sip of ale…”

      Vighon watched the two legendary warriors walk away. They had won, if that was the right term, but it was certainly anti-climactic. The city had been saved and many lives with it, but there wasn’t a soul among them, Vighon included, who felt like celebrating. There was no waiting parade or trophies to be handed out. They were alive. That was all there was…

      Through the haze of post-battle, Vighon wandered through the mob on the hillside. The citizens were gradually taking the soldiers inside, offering them shelter and food, the only thanks they could give. The northman wasn’t sure what he was doing but he eventually found himself in the courtyard of The Dragon Keep.

      Fallen Namdhorian knights were being laid down and covered by their once golden cloaks in neat rows. Among them was Captain Gallows and his entire company. Some of them were Skids, their deaths weighing heavily on Vighon, and some were Captain Larnce’s. The captain, who had managed to cling to life, sat on a discarded crate by the corner of the stables, his leg dripping with blood.

      Then, Vighon saw Captain Flint and his knights. They were helping to layout the dead under Flint’s supervision, who appeared entirely too energetic in the aftermath of such a battle.

      Vighon stormed across the yard, gaining the attention of everyone but Flint, who was doing his best to look busy in the hope that the northman would ignore him. Vighon had no intention of ignoring him.

      Without slowing down, he barrelled into the captain and grabbed him by the collar of his chest plate. Flint recoiled and shouted out but he was helpless against the powerful shove that flattened him against the wall. Vighon held him there and scrutinised his armour. Then, he glanced back at Flint’s men, who weren’t looking to help their captain, and noticed they too were far from dishevelled.

      Vighon sneered, released the coward and stepped back to address all of them. “Captain Flint! Have your men line up and put yourself beside them!”

      Flint hesitated. “You don’t get to order—”

      “Now!” Vighon barked.

      Captain Flint’s eyes shifted nervously. Yesterday, he would have told Vighon where to go, but now, after his leadership in battle, the northman carried with him an air of authority that everyone else respected.

      “Form up,” Flint instructed, thumbing the wall behind him.

      Vighon paced up and down their line, fuming. “Draw your swords!” he commanded.

      The company met each other’s eyes from one end to the other and slowly withdrew their blades from the scabbards. Some were happier than others to hold them out for inspection, but most were content to hold them down by their side, Flint included.

      The northman walked up the line and pulled out the seven men who possessed a sword covered in blood. He pushed them away, separating them from the twelve soldiers who wielded clean swords. Silence settled over the courtyard and every Namdhorian knight looked on the twelve in disgust. By the entrance of the keep, General Morkas, another coward who had sat the battle out, watched with passive interest.

      “I watched Captain Gallow fall with his men,” Vighon announced. “I watched Captain Larnce lose half his company before he had to be dragged off the battlefield because he wanted to keep fighting. I watched my own men fall in the mud, never to rise! I do not recall, Captain Flint, seeing you or your men.”

      The northman clenched his fist, his battle rage yet to fully subside. He wanted to beat every one of them, to make them feel every death that they should have helped prevent. There had been enough blood, however, for one day, perhaps a hundred days. Vighon turned to General Morkas, gauging the man’s potential interference. He simply folded his arms and continued to spectate.

      “Right,” Vighon hissed. “Garrett! Have their swords collected, strip them of their armour, and take their gold cloaks.”

      Flint stepped forward and foolishly scoffed. “You don’t have the right or the authority to—”

      Vighon hit him. Hard.

      Captain Flint, as he was for the next few seconds, was thrown backward into the stone of the keep. His head knocked against the wall and he slid to the ground with a bloody and very broken nose.

      “Any man who resists will find themselves spending the next few nights in the dungeons,” General Morkas added.

      Vighon gave the general a piercing look. If he did have the authority, he would have stripped Morkas of his rank and put him to work scraping orcs off the slope. Instead, he stood and watched Flint and his men be stripped of their identity, despite the futility of it all. There was a small voice in his head asking what the point was. They would all be dead in a couple of days anyway…

      Still, watching cowards get what they deserved was the most satisfying feeling the northman could recall in some time.

      When he could no longer bear the sight of them, Vighon entered The Dragon Keep in search of restful oblivion.
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      Quite lazily, Inara’s eyes began to open, her mind waking with the dawn that failed to pierce the ever-present gloom. Her disorientation was to be expected, since she rarely woke up without Athis beside her. The Dragorn blinked hard and discovered she was still seated in a chair beside her mother, who was yet to return from her deep slumber.

      Inara took her hand back, which had been resting over her mother’s, and found her own palm and fingers to be terribly cold. She pulled up more blankets from the base of the bed and layered them over Reyna.

      The battle only one night past, her muscles still ached and her shared injuries were yet to fully recover. Seeing her mother courting death, however, was far more draining. If she did perish, a thought that was bordering on impossible to conceive, Inara decided she would be equally grieved and angered, knowing that she had died forging a weapon wanted by The Crow.

      Of course, she knew her mother’s real reason for helping Doran make the Moonblade. With her father’s life in the balance, Reyna’s greatest love, there was no sacrifice she wouldn’t make. Inara had envied their love for most of her life, having wanted it for herself before meeting Athis.

      Death will not so easily claim the life of a Galfrey, wingless one. As always, Athis’s words were a comfort to her.

      You and I are all there is, she replied warmly. But, they will always be the base of my foundation. Without them, I would feel as if the ground beneath my feet was falling away.

      That’s why you have me; so you don’t need to worry about the ground beneath your feet.

      Inara managed half a smile and wished she could reach out and touch Athis’s red scales. He and Ilargo were hunting around the farthest edges of The King’s Lake, searching for sustenance before the next battle.

      A shocking snore broke the Dragorn’s reverie. She turned around to see Doran Heavybelly snoozing, sitting against the wall with a large wooden chest for a pillow. Discovering the dwarf, Inara now realised where the smell was coming from.

      “You haven’t slept long,” Gideon remarked, drawing Inara’s attention to the desk on the other side of the room.

      The young Dragorn rose from her chair and straightened her red cloak before addressing her master. “Have you slept at all?” she asked.

      Keeping his back to her, Gideon continued to pore over the scroll in front of him. “We haven’t long returned from planning our next strategy,” he said absently.

      Inara’s guilt over missing such a pivotal meeting was met with an equal amount of guilt over the thought of leaving her mother. “My apologies for missing it.”

      “You needed rest,” Gideon reassured. “And Reyna should have those who love her by her side.”

      Inara looked back at her mother before joining her master by the desk. “What has been decided?”

      “Quite a lot actually.” Gideon sat back in his chair and looked up at Inara. “Since the truth of The Crow’s deception, Arlon Draqaro has become even harder to converse with. I would say he’s bordering on panic for the first time in his life.

      “Still, as we speak, the bodies are being cleared from the main street, Ilargo has already put out the fires, and new logs are being acquired. The catapults are being recalibrated and restocked. Of course, all of these things are going to take a long time. Vighon had what might turn out to be quite the idea; that said, Ilargo needed some convincing…”

      The Master Dragorn glanced at Doran. “There are, however, significantly fewer soldiers. At last count, we lost just under five hundred men. That’s left us with around two hundred, many of whom are injured.”

      Inara shook her head in despair. “We cannot stand up to ten thousand orcs.”

      Gideon sighed. “From what I saw, I’d say there was more than that…”

      The young Dragorn didn’t need to be an experienced general to know the odds of their survival. “Perhaps, Master, we should call upon our order. We need dragons.”

      Gideon wouldn’t entertain it. “They’re all too young, too inexperienced…” He stopped himself from saying anything more.

      “What is it?” Inara pressed.

      Gideon appeared to chew over his answer. “I want them, I need them to survive this….”

      Inara tilted her head as she saw through her master’s words to his true meaning. “You believe we will fall here. Namdhor too. You want the rest of our order to survive so that what? Something of humanity sees the next Age? To avenge the rest of us?”

      “To live, Inara,” Gideon clarified. “They are the youngest of us, but they are the strongest of humanity. I want them to live.”

      “What is the point of any of them surviving if there’s no world to live in?” Inara countered.

      “But they would have a choice,” Gideon argued back. “With dragons for companions, they could go anywhere in the world, leave Illian behind. That’s what I’m giving them, Inara. I failed them. Now, after we’ve perished, after everyone is gone, they get to choose. Ideally,” he added, looking firmly at Inara, “they would also have a leader to show them the way…”

      Inara stepped back as Gideon stood up. “You want… You would want me to lead the Dragorn?”

      “I want you to take your mother and return to The Lifeless Isles. Rally those who are left and find a new life. You said it yourself; we cannot stand up to the orcs now.”

      Inara couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You’ve really thought about this?”

      “I’m planning for the worst, as horrible as it is. When Arathor gets here, I will send him to you with your father. It won’t be long, hopefully, before Ayana arrives with the elves of Ilythyra. I would say to expect Ayana’s return, but she can be stubborn when she wants to be.”

      “No,” Inara said without thinking, as if that one word summed up her entire response. “You’re the Gideon Thorn. You can’t be planning for the end of the world. You should be telling me how we’re going to win this!”

      “It’s not the end of the world, Inara. It’s the end of Illian. That feeling I’ve been having, the turn of the Age? It’s happening. The Age of the orc is upon us and there’s nothing we can do about it. This whole thing has been orchestrated by a man who has already seen the future. I thought, I hoped, that The Crow wanted the orcs to lose. But, after yesterday… Their dominance is assured.”

      Inara fought to keep her tears at bay. “So, you’re just giving up?”

      Gideon raised his chin. “I’m going to fight. But, I won’t be a survivor. Thirty years ago, I swore to protect these people. If this is to be their end, then I will share it with them, Ilargo too.” The Master Dragorn removed the Moonblade from his belt, still in its sheath, and placed it on the table. “I can’t see it saving the world, but at least with you it will stay beyond The Crow’s reach.”

      Inara refused with all her being, but the words simply couldn’t take shape in her mouth. Instead, she watched Gideon leave the room, and herself with a hollow feeling inside. Yesterday, it had felt like they had won. Now, it just felt like they were losing slowly…
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        * * *

      

      As midday approached, Vighon Draqaro was ready to go back to bed. His sleep had been cut short to discuss the next stage in Namdhor’s defences, and talking about their dire situation had only spurred the northman into getting stuck in. He had spent much of the morning replanting the logs, shovelling orc bodies, and convincing everyone from children to the elderly to help source supplies.

      Ruban caught his eye as the young man made his way down the slope, backed by a pair of Namdhorian soldiers carrying an upright barrel between them. Judging by the sour expressions on their faces, Vighon could guess the contents of the barrel.

      “Is that what I think it is?” he called, halting them in their tracks.

      The squire hesitated to describe the thick, oily liquid that gently sloshed around inside the barrel. “It’s from the green dragon,” he began. “They have… what did Master Thorn call it? Glands! Yes, they have two glands inside their mouth. It’s how they ignite the flames apparently…”

      Vighon eyed the barrel of goop and shared the same expression as the soldiers. “It’s dragon spit,” he said plainly.

      “Good a description as any, Captain,” Ruban replied. “It was fascinating to watch.”

      Vighon raised an eyebrow. “It was fascinating to watch a dragon drool into a barrel?”

      Ruban shrugged.

      “At least we have it,” Vighon said, stepping out of their way. “Make sure the message gets around that everyone is to dip their sword in it. Oh, and keep it away from any flames!” he added as they continued their journey.

      After helping with the placement of a few more logs, the northman made for The Raucously Ruckus in desperate need of a drink. He gave Garrett a nod on the way past, trusting the older man to keep everything going.

      Back in his leathers and black fur cloak, Vighon felt free to move without the cumbersome armour. He had thought to protest his continued rank again but, since they were all going to be dead in a day or so, the northman decided that dying as a captain of Namdhor wasn’t so bad.

      Still fatigued from what healing magic he knew, Galanör was sitting by the tavern’s fire, sipping something very hot. The rest of the bar was crammed with injured soldiers the owner had been gracious enough to offer shelter to. Vighon accepted the pats on the back and nods of respect as he weaved his way to the elf.

      Vighon was unaccustomed to being so well known and the rogue in him wanted to slip out a side door and make for the next town. Those days were gone, he mourned. He longed to be care free again with Alijah by his side, though he would have happily forgone the carefree life just to have Alijah by his side again.

      “You look ready to take on an army of orcs,” Vighon observed sarcastically, signalling to the barkeeper for a cup of water.

      Galanör adjusted the blanket around his shoulders. “I’d still kill more than you…”

      Vighon collapsed in the armchair and sighed with the physical relief. His back felt like someone had replaced the muscles with jagged rocks.

      “Have you seen The White Vale?” he asked the elf. “The orcs are still smoking.”

      “After healing the ninth broken bone, my vision has been somewhat blurred,” the ranger confessed.

      “Well, it’s a big column of smoke,” Vighon continued. “Since some of this ash fall has relented a bit you can actually see it. Three thousand orcs just littered like fallen leaves…”

      Galanör eyed the northman with curiosity. “Why are you here? Talking to me, that is? The last I saw of you a dark cloud hung over your head, despite the victory?”

      Vighon let his head fall back against the rest. The elf was too damn perceptive.

      “I spent most of the night in deep discussion with Arlon, most of which circled around the fact that…” Vighon cut himself short and checked their surroundings. He continued in a quieter tone, “Circling the fact that we simply cannot win. We have no resources, no men, and people are starting to complain that breathing all this ash into their chests is making them sick. It’s like the whole world is against us.”

      Galanör narrowed his eyes. “You knew all of this before the meeting,” he pointed out.

      “Aye, but like all discussions with Arlon, it turned sour quicker than you can lop off an orc’s head. I’m always left with a bad taste in my mouth.” In the elf’s deafening silence, Vighon elaborated, “The days are filled with hard labour now. The orcs will be here soon. I just… I suppose I just wanted to have a civilised conversation with someone before we all die a terrible death. The idea of dying on the battlefield doesn’t scare me, but the thought of dying and Arlon being the last person I shared words with…” The northman shook his head and downed his water.

      “I’m honoured,” Galanör replied with a coy smile. “Though, I fear the void between our vocabularies will stunt your ability to converse with me.”

      Vighon laughed and it felt damn good. “I’ll do my best to keep up.”

      “What’s the biggest thing you’ve ever slain, northman?” Galanör asked.

      Vighon was taken aback by the sudden question. “It’s got to be that bloody great orc in Grey Stone. What did they call it? Algamesh?”

      The elf nodded. “It was big. I’ve hunted bigger,” he said with a flash of white teeth. “Have you ever heard of Shalaria?”

      Vighon scratched his stubble. “What’s one of those then?”

      Galanör smiled. “It’s not a monster, it’s a place, an island to be exact, just north of Ayda.”

      “Shalaria…” Vighon tested the name in his mouth.

      “It means crown in elvish.”

      The northman shrugged. “It’s been a long time since I looked at a map.”

      The ranger rolled his eyes. “Well, Shalaria is home to the six-headed Darghoul, a beast so foul its very breath can peel flesh from bone. Big as a house too…”

      Vighon got comfy in his chair and welcomed the distraction of a tale.
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        * * *

      

      Inara, defeated and at a loss for what to do in the face of her master’s orders, dropped into the chair.  The thought of leaving now, on the cusp of battle, and not just any battle but one which would decide the fate of humanity, was beyond her comprehension…

      Yet, her master had given her an order. Also, with the magic saturating The Lifeless Isles, her mother would have a better chance of recovering.

      It wasn’t just Gideon’s words, his plans, that had disheartened Inara: it was his tone. She could hear it in his voice, the belief that all was lost. She knew he was talking about thousands of people, but the Dragorn couldn’t get past the deaths of Vighon, Galanör, Doran, and Russell. They would perish with everyone else.

      Alijah…

      Her brother was out there somewhere, desperately trying to survive in a war-torn and orc-infested country. If she left now, he would be abandoned to the same fate as Namdhor.

      Don’t let go of it, Athis warned.

      Don’t let go of what?

      A Dragorn’s greatest weapon, he replied.

      Hope…

      The word hung between them, unsaid. Athis had told her before that hope was the core of their order. A Dragorn was to take it with them everywhere they travelled, sharing it with the realm.

      Right now, Athis, hope doesn’t stand up to reality. Gideon was right; the orcs are going to win. As much as I hate that he’s done it, planning for the end of the world and the survival of our race is what Master Dragorns are supposed to do.

      Hope can stand up to anything, the dragon insisted. That’s why they call it hope. Without it, all is lost.

      We can’t leave, Athis. Not now. Our survival might be Gideon’s hope, but if we fly away now and never return, what hope do the people have?

      Through their bond, Inara could feel Ilargo trying to commune with Athis. She pulled back from their connection and let the dragon’s mind fall away, neither of them wishing to ignore Ilargo.

      Seeing the Moonblade in front of her, she removed it from the scabbard and ran her fingers over the hilt of bone. Moving over the blade, its magic felt almost electrifying. How much of her mother was in there? she wondered.

      The blade itself was light, easily wielded. The edge was slightly serrated, giving it a natural appearance, as if the strange opal had simply been found and carved into a dagger. The light from within was quite beautiful, hypnotic in its ever-changing colours. It took some effort, but she was eventually able to sheath the weapon and place it back on the desk.

      The Moonblade aside, Inara’s gaze fell upon the scroll Gideon had been reading rather intensely. It was his own handwriting, the blank scroll taken from the drawer. She recognised it instantly as the prophecy Alijah and Vighon had discovered in The Wild Moores.

      It read:

      
        
        As the Age turns to ruin, so too will the light turn to darkness.

        A warrior shall be resurrected in the heart of a fallen star.

        Only magic wrought of unity can break the chains.

        Through the forge of war, the world will have…

      

      

      

      There were side notes dictating that lines were missing from the three verses, as well as occasional words. Inara read the prophecy again and again. Then, she read it again.

      The Age had certainly turned to ruin since the orcs re-emerged from the shadows. The light had been veiled by darkness as their invasion coincided with a volcanic eruption. Asher was the warrior resurrected in Paldora’s Fall.

      Then, she stopped.

      The third line, only magic wrought of unity can break the chains, stood out to her, but she couldn’t decide why. The last line, through the forge of war, the world will have… was entirely lost on her. It was likely a word or two followed, but they could be anything.

      “Only magic…” she muttered. “Break the chains…”

      A particularly loud snore from Doran made Inara jump, her startled movement, in turn, waking the dwarf up. The son of Dorain hefted himself, armour and all, to his feet and cracked his back, neck, and elbows.

      Before he regarded Inara, Doran’s attention fell entirely on Reyna. It was clear to see that the dwarf worried for her and he carried some guilt on his shoulders.

      He cleared his throat and turned to Inara. “Has she woken yet?” he asked with a thread of hope.

      Inara shook her head. “Not yet. The mages keep coming back to administer something new, try a different spell, offer encouraging words…”

      Doran balled his fist. “That Crow fella has got some answerin’ to do, let me tell ye.”

      Inara agreed. “I think we would all like to pin him down for some answers.”

      “Oh, there’d be answers a’right. They’d just come a little while later is all…” Doran was beginning to fall down a violent path.

      In a bid to distract him from such thoughts, Inara asked, “Did this Killian Torvaris give you any information we can use against him?”

      “That dolt knew how to blab on. He jus’ never made a lick o’ sense. He was, however, convinced The Crow could see into the future. In all me years, I’ve never seen proof o’ such a boastin’, but he possessed a perfect translation o’ that Moonblade script. No one has been in there for five thousand years…”

      Inara turned back to Gideon’s writing. “Master Thorn has spoken directly with The Crow. He claims to have written this prophecy himself, the one found by Alijah and Vighon.”

      “Aye, I remember Gideon an’ the lad tellin’ me abou’ it. He also said it was ten thousand years old, so the answer is simple: The Crow’s a liar.”

      Inara sighed, struggling to see the wood for the trees. “The Crow is playing mind games with us. He looks to aid us, all the while supporting the orcs in their invasion.”

      “Aid us?” Doran repeated incredulously. “How so?”

      Inara gestured to Gideon’s scroll. “He told Master Thorn that something in the prophecy, the same prophecy he claims to have scribed, will help us defeat the orcs. Why tell us that?”

      Doran shrugged. “The same reason he’s done everythin’ else: to misdirect us, to stall us, to keep our focus elsewhere.” The dwarf joined her by the desk. “Let me take a look at this thing.”

      Inara slid the scroll down the desk and laid it out in front of Doran. The son of Dorain pursed his lips as he read one line after another. Then, he read it again, only this time he narrowed his eyes. During his third read through, the dwarf began to stroke his beard.

      “I mean, some o’ this makes sense. Doesn’ prove The Crow wrote it…” Doran trailed off, his attention still fixed on the scroll.

      “Doran, what is it?”

      The stout ranger pointed his stubby finger at the third line, Only magic wrought of unity can break the chains.

      “It’s a bit vague, but if I had to guess I’d say it’s talkin’ abou’ the Moonblade.”

      With dramatic animation, Inara sat up and pulled the scroll back towards her. “The Moonblade?”

      “Well, it doesn’ say weapon made o’ magic, but magic wrought o’ unity? A Moonblade can only be made by an elf an’ a dwarf.”

      Inara was speechless. She looked from the line to Doran and back several times before staring blankly at the wall. Of course it was the Moonblade! But why was it the Moonblade?

      She mumbled, “Break the chains…”

      Doran shook his head. “I don’ know what that means. Is there somethin’ chained up that ye need to get at?”

      Inara heard every one of the dwarf’s words, but she didn’t take any of them in. Her mind was racing now, so much so that Athis couldn’t ignore it. Through their bond, she shared everything that had just transpired at the speed of thought.

      Inara, Athis began with a tone of revelation, the spell that ensnared your father, the one Doran spoke of…

      Inara looked down at the Moonblade. She knew exactly what it was for.

      “This is how…” The young Dragorn looked up from the dagger, her thoughts stolen by the ringing bells.

      They’re here, Athis confirmed.

      Doran turned to the window. “Beasts o’ hell! They’ve given us no reprieve!”

      Inara looked at the Moonblade, lost in contemplation. There was, however, a feeling growing inside her.

      She was beginning to hope…
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            Fire and Ice

          

        

      

    

    
      The cacophony of rolling wheels, marching orcs, and the thunderous steps of trolls finally came to an end.

      Namdhor, a looming sentinel at the top of the world, was before them.

      Karakulak guided his gark through the ranks, bringing him to the front line. His fellow orcs stepped aside, bowing their heads in reverence to their God-King.

      Over the din of a restless army, the city’s bells could be heard ringing across the plains. Like ants, the people of the north scurried across their enormous slope in search of shelter. Their efforts were folly - Karakulak would see to that. There would be no hiding from the orcs, bred for war and natural hunters all.

      In the distance, at the very top of Namdhor’s slope, something moved. Karakulak narrowed his eyes and watched as bat-like wings unfolded from the highest keep. The long neck of a dragon extended into the air and its jaws of razored fangs stretched wide. An almighty roar thundered across the sky and the monstrous creature took off, flying over the city.

      His fear of dragons a thing of the past, the great orc looked upon the resting place of man, beneath it. Namdhor would be their tombstone, a monument to their time as Illian’s masters. Karakulak’s vision of a future, with him as Illian’s ruler, was marred by the smoking debris of bodies in the middle of the plains.

      He wasn’t the only one to take note of the dead. The orcs on the front line muttered to each other, their comments quickly passing back through the army. Karakulak could smell their apprehension. It was known that Namdhor’s army was absent, a fact made all the more evident by the lack of soldiers on The White Vale.

      Yet, the vanguard from the east, a force of three thousand orcs, lay strewn across the mud, charred black from dragon fire. The scent of their dead drifted on the breeze, an unsettling smell before battle.

      “How can this be?” Grundi asked, always closer to Karakulak than any of the chieftains. “One dragon could not defy our ballistas.”

      The God-King curled his lip. “They should never have attacked the city without permission.”

      Astride their armoured garks, the chieftains pushed their way through to better see the defeat of their eastern forces.

      “Perhaps they use magics!” Chieftain Orlaz of the Fallen suggested, his tone wavering.

      Karakulak shot him a look, warning the chieftain to hold his nerve or suffer the consequences. Without The Black Hand, they had no defence or even offence with which to combat magic. But, what they did have was a God-King for a leader, one who had already proven his strength against the Dragorn.

      “How many ballistas did they have?” Karakulak asked aloud.

      Chieftain Nilsorg, whose tribe of the Steel Caste comprised the bulk of the eastern forces, directed his gark towards Karakulak. “They travelled with twenty-one ballistas, God-King.”

      Karakulak considered the number. “And they all possessed wrath bolts?”

      “Every one,” Nilsorg confirmed.

      The God-King kept his concerns to himself, but he was more than aware that twenty-one ballistas, carrying eight wrath bolts each, should have torn through any meagre Namdhorian defence as well as a single dragon.

      Then, another dragon appeared. This one came from the lake, behind the city, and curved around to fly between the orcs and Namdhor. Karakulak waited for any more. There were only two of them. Again, this added to the mystery of why The White Vale wasn’t littered with bits of dragon, as both should have succumbed to that many ballistas.

      A moment of paranoia crept into Karakulak’s mind. Had Namdhor’s army returned? Were they lying in wait, out of sight? Had the humans found a new weapon to turn upon them?

      The power that flowed through his veins, however, was an intoxicating haze that his mind struggled to see through. There was no army, no plan, and no weapon in their possession that could stop him, he reasoned without further thought. He decided his fears were for naught and he spat on the ground.

      “Let us not keep them waiting,” Karakulak said, turning his gark to face the army. “Bring the catapults into range! Ready the archers! Spears to the front!” Every command was echoed throughout the ranks. “Chieftain Golm, take a contingent of ballistas to the north. Chieftain Dugza, take a contingent to the south. Thirty each!” he called after them.

      “The rest are to advance with the army!” The God-King looked around, noticing what was missing. “Where are my drums? I want drums and horns! Let the ground under their feet tremble!”

      In the excitement that followed, Karakulak took the opportunity to clench his fist and focus on the strength therein. He hadn’t long swallowed another elixir of The Crow’s sorcery. It was certainly enough to see the Dragorn to their end, should the ballistas not kill them first; he just had to make sure he challenged the riders, not the dragons.

      Looking out over his army, Karakulak caught sight of his mother, raised above the ranks on a decorated throne adorned with the skulls of men and orcs alike. Her priestesses and personal entourage of guards surrounded her, allowing the High Priestess to watch the battle from a place of safety.

      She was looking at him.

      Karakulak could feel her judgement resting upon him. Still, the old crone had kept her mouth shut, preferring her life as it was, full of luxuries. The God-King could take all that away and more with the snap of his fingers, and he did his best to remind her of that with a returning look of his own.

      As the war continued, he planned on using her position and influence to elevate his name above Gordomo’s. In time, every orc would worship him, just as he deserved.
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        * * *

      

      Vighon ran out of The Raucously Ruckus at such a speed that the door slammed back into the outer wall. He jumped down the few steps as he barked orders at his men. Garrett was already ushering the Skids to collect their armour and weapons.

      Captain Larnce’s men, now under Vighon’s command, were farther down the hill and were already encouraging the folk of Namdhor to flee up the city slope.

      Ruban met Vighon with Ness in tow behind him. “Captain, you need your armour!” The squire handed over the reins and gestured at the inn.

      “There isn’t time!” Vighon snapped, astride his horse. “Is the dragon spit in place?”

      “Yes, Captain,” Ruban assured.

      Vighon paused before advancing down the slope to catch up with his men. “You proved yourself yesterday, Ruban. I’m afraid today is only going to be worse and I can’t spare you…”

      The squire didn’t miss a beat. “I’ll fetch my sword.”

      The northman nodded at him. “Good man. I’ll see you down there.”

      Being the only rider, Vighon quickly passed his men and turned east at the base of the slope. The remaining men, those fit enough to fight, were spreading out across the first tier of Namdhor’s defences, mixed with some of Thedomir’s soldiers. There were more coming down the main street behind him, ready to join the line.

      It wasn’t going to be nearly enough…

      Vighon had to turn his head to take in the breadth of the orc army. The contrast of their black obsidian armour against the ash-covered mud made them stand out, but the ash fall hazed the depth of their forces. It didn’t matter. With just over two hundred men, the front line of orcs would be enough to overwhelm them.

      “Form up!” General Thedomir bellowed.

      The strongest among them fell into line, their swords and axes in hand. Behind them, closer to the city, the injured slowly began to appear, limping down the main street with their weapons in hand. Any half-decent tactician would have sent them away, good for nothing, but this was to be their last stand. Today, they would either fight or die in their beds, slaughtered by the orcs.

      Galanör strode through the ash fall, his scimitars resting on his hips. “Russell is going to be really mad that he missed this…”

      Vighon turned to where the distant tree line would be, beyond the haze, and wondered if Russell was alright, his transformation always proving to be a taxing ordeal that saw him rest for a day or two after the full moon. They could certainly do with the tavern owner’s pick-axe now.

      The northman looked down at the ranger. “Are you sure you want to be here? It would be easy for one of your skill to slip away, get around the orcs and make for The Shining Coast. You could return to your own people and live forever.”

      Galanör drew Stormweaver and Guardian from their scabbards. “I made my peace with death long ago. And, it would be an honour to die by your side, Vighon Draqaro.”

      The northman was caught off guard by the comment. “It’s been an honour to fight by yours, Galanör Reveeri.”

      The elf replied with a cheeky grin. “When I meet you in the next life, I will tell you how you died.”

      Vighon couldn’t help but smile, despite the threat looming over them. “You think you will last longer than me?”

      “I don’t think it,” the ranger quipped, falling into line, “I know it.”

      The last of the soldiers arrived, each pausing to dip his sword in the thick dragon spit before lining up. Vighon kept his astonishment to himself when he spotted General Morkas among the men, his fiery beard poking out of the T-slit in his helmet.

      When their paltry force was banded together, Vighon rode his horse to the front of them. It was a depressing sight, but it was also heartening. These men looked upon death and held their nerve. That was more than could be said for Arlon and his Ironsworn thugs, who were cowering in the highest tiers of Namdhor.

      The men looked back at him as Ness wandered down the line. They had expectant faces. They were only minutes from an inevitable defeat, but they needed to hear something that would lend strength to their arm, speed to their feet, and courage to their hearts.

      Considering the orcs and their war machines, Vighon wasn’t sure he had the words to give the men of Namdhor what they needed. Death hung over them all.

      “You look upon our enemy and see your end!” he began, wondering himself where he was going with this. “You are the masters of your fate, and no one can take that away from you!” Garrett thumped his shield and the Skids mimicked him with an added cheer. “The battle isn’t over until you say it is!” Now, the rest of the men were pounding their shields and agreeing heartily. “An army of darkness has descended on our land! But, today, you are an army of light!”

      Vighon caught the lit torch that Ruban threw his way and he rode down the line of soldiers. With their swords held out, the touch set every blade of steel alight, the flames clinging to the dragon spit. One by one, they raised their fiery swords into the air and roared across The White Vale. At the end of the line, Vighon threw the torch high into the air, signalling the catapults.

      Like fiery gods searing through the sky, the missiles slammed into the ground between Namdhor and the orcs, serving as blinding beacons between their forces.

      Drawing his own sword, Vighon coated it in dragon spit and rode along their line again, his blade knocking against theirs. When he turned Ness back around, his sword was alight from guard to tip and held high above his head.

      He jumped down and slapped Ness on the rump, sending the horse away from the coming massacre. Taking his position in front of the soldiers, Vighon had one last thing to say.

      “Today, we fight as men of the north! When next we meet, be it in this life or the next, we will meet as brothers!”

      The men cheered at the top of their voices and beat their shields. They braced themselves for the end, but they would make it a glorious end…
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        * * *

      

      Karakulak watched the catapults’ burning missiles impact the plains, their range apparently too short. The orcs howled and laughed at the pathetic assault, but the God-King reserved his judgement. Unlike the others, he remained resolute, astride his gark, as his superior mind considered their foe.

      Grundi commented, “They must have known we were beyond their range…”

      “The catapults weren’t meaning to hit us,” Karakulak reasoned, nodding his chin at the distant men. “They mean to cast us in light.”

      Before them were a few hundred men at most, but every one of them wielded a flaming sword. The humans would die, that much was inevitable, but their fiery blades would cause more damage to the orc ranks than they would have without them. Any orc that got too close and survived their blades’ edges would be severely blinded.

      “We can destroy them from here, Sire,” Grundi suggested. “A catapult or two should decimate them completely. Or perhaps the ballistas?”

      It seemed a shame to hold back and crush them from afar, but their fiery swords were a deterrent worth noting. “Ballistas,” Karakulak ordered. “Save the catapults for the city.”

      Grundi nodded at the orcs beside them and they waved a pair of flags in the air, the particular pattern signalling the ballistas from the south.

      “Not too many,” Karakulak cautioned. “The dragons may prove difficult.”

      “Difficult, Sire?” Grundi echoed incredulously.

      “Never underestimate your enemy, Grundi.” Karakulak focused his gaze on the green dragon above the men. “That one is the master of their wretched order. He wields Mournblade, the king-killer.”

      Grundi was quick to reply, “Then, it is a good thing that you are not just a king…”

      Karakulak, the God-King of the orcs, smiled wickedly. “Indeed…”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            47

          

          

      

    

    








            Breaking the Chains

          

        

      

    

    
      By the third ring of the bells, Gideon Thorn was bursting out of The Dragon Keep’s main doors and sprinting up the steps, to the rampart. Where others stood frozen in fear, the sight beyond the city one of dread, the Master Dragorn continued along the ramparts until he was able to scale the wall.

      Ilargo’s silhouette was that of a massive gargoyle, his claws dug into the stone and his reptilian head hanging over the keep. The dragon’s sharp eyes were focused on the massing orcs.

      Gideon scaled the wall and then continued to scale Ilargo, bringing him to the base of the dragon’s neck. After one ear-splitting roar, Ilargo retracted his claws and pushed away from the keep, dropping them both for just a moment.

      Well accustomed to his companion’s movements, Gideon knew when to brace and when to relax. The dragon beat his awesome wings and they climbed over the city, heading south. Athis curled around from the lake, his red scales visible below.

      Athis, Gideon said with some authority, why are you still here? Find Inara and leave for The Lifeless Isles.

      He won’t respond, Ilargo told him.

      Gideon fumed, but the red dragon was at least circling back to the keep, away from the orcs.

      The Master Dragorn turned to the east, searching beyond the orcs. Can you contact Thraden and Arathor yet?

      No, Ilargo replied regretfully. I can, however, sense Deartanyon to the south. They are close now.

      Gideon looked to the south, where a distant tree line lay in a haze of ash and snow. Having a hundred or so elves marching onto The White Vale wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen right now, especially if they were accompanied by Ayana and her dragon, Deartanyon.

      The obvious facts, unfortunately, were clear to see. The elves of Ilythyra were not on the plains and the few hundred men facing the many thousand orcs would have no aid beyond Gideon and Ilargo.

      Flying over the men and their burning swords, Ilargo was careful to stay out of the catapults’ way. Vighon Draqaro was far below, once again leading the men of the north. Gideon had certainly begun to change his opinion of the rogue he had met in Vangarth.

      Ilargo spotted Karakulak among the front line of orcs and his seething hatred bled across their bond.

      Easy, old friend, Gideon warned, eyeing the mobile ballistas moving north and south, don’t be drawn in. If today is to be our last, we will make sure their king comes with us.

      I would consider devouring him whole if he wasn’t so foul!

      Or so big… Gideon remarked.

      Ilargo flew from north to south, patrolling the sky but also adding to the line of Namdhorians below. One particular group of ballistas couldn’t help but catch the dragon’s predatory eyes. The hideous beasts that towed the giant crossbows diverted from their course and angled themselves at the men.

      They’re going to fire! Ilargo warned.

      Let’s get in their way, shall we? Gideon didn’t need to share his idea, the spark already ignited in Ilargo.

      The green dragon banked and then dropped, his snout pointed to the ground. When the angle and height matched up, Ilargo spread his wings, levelling out, and flew hard towards the open space between the ballistas and the men. As one, the orcs released their wrath bolts, a deadly salvo that would obliterate the men of Namdhor.

      Coming in from the side, Ilargo exhaled a torrent of fire that every wrath bolt had no choice but to pass through. The explosive powder that coated their tips reacted instantly to the intense heat and pressure. The multiple detonations created powerful impacts across the sky, forcing Ilargo to immediately change his flight path and bank towards the city.

      Gideon patted Ilargo’s scales. Well done! Turn back in case they decide to take a second shot.

      Ilargo made a sharp turn, whipping over the lower town, to face the orcish horde. The ballistas from the south were reforming and returning to their original course. It wouldn’t be long, however, before their advancement, and that of the foot-soldiers, surrounded the last men of Namdhor and indeed the base of the city.

      Could you hit their catapults from here? Gideon asked, sighting the tall war machines scattered throughout the army.

      A fireball from this distance would be inaccurate, but it would still claim lives with so many clustered together.

      They had nothing to lose. Do it! Gideon encouraged.

      Ilargo inhaled a sharp breath and adjusted the glands in his mouth, ready to produce a single ball of fire with enough power to start a conflagration among the orcs and their war machines.

      Before the dragon could start such an inferno, the heavens promised death over The White Vale. There was a pause across the battlefield and Namdhor alike, as a column of wonderful sunlight connected the land and sky.

      Such awe and beauty were fleeting, as the ash clouds quickly reclaimed the sky, pushed by a northerly wind. Unfortunately, as Gideon and Ilargo were both aware, the vent had been far from natural. In fact, the break in the ash clouds had heralded something far worse than an army of orcs…

      Flying over the horned creatures and their rolling machines, Verda’s deadliest predator approached Namdhor with blazing purple eyes.

      Malliath… Ilargo hissed.

      Gideon narrowed his vision and saw Asher astride the black dragon, his dark cloak flowing behind him. The Master Dragorn gripped the hilt of Mournblade, filling the ancient weapon with his intentions. No longer did he intend to capture the old ranger, spellbound or not. The simple truth was: Asher was too dangerous to be left alive.

      It was time to put him back in the grave…
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        * * *

      

      Like every other orc, Karakulak instinctively moved to shield his eyes from the blinding light in the sky. It was only a daring glance, however, that revealed the strength of his eyes.

      The God-King was able to meet the hole in the sky with wide eyes, the light no harsher than a candle. The revelation made him feel all the more powerful and eager to consume more of the magical elixir.

      His vision intact, Karakulak witnessed the beast that punctured the thick clouds. Seeing Malliath brought with it a moment of apprehension for the God-King. As The Crow had pointed out, the dragon was fully under the wizard’s control, but he had also told the mighty orc that Malliath was an ally.

      Noting the human skulls that rested on spikes behind his saddle, Karakulak had to wonder about the state of their secret alliance. The Crow had given him permission to kill the dark mages, his motives his own. Giving him the elixirs was also a sign that the wizard intended to remain allied with him.

      Still, seeing the hulking giant of a dragon glide over his forces made Karakulak hesitate. With a single word he could have every ballista pointed and firing at the flying monster, ending the threat.

      “What should we do, God-King?” the chieftains asked, panic in their voices.

      Karakulak watched the dragon glide over the army and turn towards Namdhor with a great flap of its wings. The moment to attack seemed to have passed for Malliath and his direction suggested he had no intention of engaging the orcs.

      Chieftain Barghak of the Big Bastards broke first. “Ballista fire, now!” he shouted over the horde.

      Karakulak roared, a sound so feral it was pure animal. Chieftain Barghak recoiled and his command went no further.

      “Use your eyes!” the God-King instructed impatiently. “The dragon has no fight with us. It seeks a different kind of quarry…”

      The Master Dragorn and his scaled pet looked to be Malliath’s intended targets. That would make for quite the spectacle, Karakulak thought.

      “Hold!” the mighty orc bellowed.

      The signal went out and the mobilising ballistas came to a stop in the north and south. The front line of orcs relaxed, lowering their shields and spears. There had been a time when such an order would have been too much in the face of a good slaughter, but there wasn’t an orc among them confident enough to defy their God-King.

      “Let the humans witness the end of their greatest warrior!” he explained to the horde. “When the dragon and its rider are dead, the Namdhorians’ fear will make their flesh all the sweeter!”
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        * * *

      

      The open air between the dragons was disappearing rapidly, each flying towards the other at full speed. Gideon braced himself and applied a spell to keep him pressed against Ilargo’s neck.

      The dragons clashed in a jarring impact of thick muscles, hardened scales, and digging claws. Their combined and opposing speeds entwined Ilargo and Malliath, forcing them up into the sky. Gideon’s ears were filled with rushing wind and gnashing jaws until Ilargo flapped his wings and pushed away from the black dragon.

      A quick corkscrew and they were flying over The White Vale again, only now, Malliath was behind them in pursuit. Gideon could already feel the claw marks raking at his legs and ribs, but he knew there would be worse to come before the end.

      A raging ball of fire hurtled over Gideon’s head, followed by another one that would have torn through Ilargo’s wing had he not banked to the west a second earlier. Malliath roared, angered by his foe’s narrow escape, and rose higher into the sky.

      He means to come down on us! Gideon warned.

      I cannot evade him forever, Ilargo replied, dipping his wings left and right to dodge the fireballs.

      Fly low, Gideon suggested. Without me to worry about you can fight without holding back!

      We said we would do this together, Ilargo pointed out, aware that Malliath was quickly bearing down on them.

      We are doing this together. I’ll draw Asher away while you face Malliath. We both know I have a better chance of ending this by killing Asher; Malliath’s too powerful.

      Ilargo stole a glance back at Gideon. Perhaps you should face Malliath and I will kill Asher…

      Despite the dragon’s sarcastic response, Ilargo banked hard to the north, dipping so low on his right side that the farthest claw on the end of his wing cut through the snow and ash. Gideon didn’t waste any time in jumping down and rolling to his feet.

      By the time he came back up, Ilargo was already rising into the sky and Malliath was thundering overhead, giving chase. Gideon stood defiantly in the mud, the orcs on one side and the men of Namdhor on the other. Yet, his eyes followed the dragons, as if by look alone he could call out Asher.

      Malliath folded his wings and plummeted towards the ground, turning his body to face Gideon as he did. His impressive wings expanded and filled with air only feet from the ground and he glided over the Master Dragorn, his black scales glistening like diamonds.

      Gideon turned around and observed Asher’s sudden drop and crouch as he hit the mud. Malliath didn’t wait or so much as look back before searching for Ilargo again.

      End this quickly, his companion told him.

      Gideon took a composed breath and slowly withdrew Mournblade from its scabbard, his dark eyes never leaving Asher. The old ranger strode through the mud towards him, confident as ever. Noting his lifeless blue eyes, however, the Master Dragorn could see that what appeared to be confidence was in fact a void of all emotion. The Asher walking towards him felt nothing, his limbs powered by the magic of The Crow alone.

      Gripping Mournblade in both hands, Gideon focused his mind, trying desperately to ignore Asher’s slavery. Under the necromancer’s spell or not, he was too dangerous now.

      “I’m going to kill you, Asher,” he said as a matter of fact. “I lacked conviction before, but not now. If there’s anything left of you in there, I’m sorry it’s come to this. This isn’t what you deserve, but if you draw your sword against me, your fate is sealed this day.”

      Without a word, Asher pulled free his two-handed broadsword and lunged at Gideon. The steel came down hard with the strength of both arms and required the Master Dragorn to parry it with a similar hold. The blades dragged along each other’s length, bringing the opponents face to face.

      The ranger’s expression was one of grit and determination. Gideon imagined that Asher had looked at his targets with the same face all those years ago, during his time as an assassin. Proving he still possessed those same skills, Asher dropped unexpectedly to one knee and hammered Gideon’s chest with the spiked pommel of his hilt.

      The Master Dragorn was pushed back with no more than an ache and a bruise to show for it, his reinforced jacket protecting him. Unfortunately, Ilargo received the same injury and Malliath was in a position to take advantage. High above them, the black dragon lashed out in the manner of a snake and clamped his ferocious fangs around Ilargo’s shoulder.

      Gideon cried out with his companion’s growl and he was left holding Mournblade in one hand. Asher pressed him, coming at him with a jump and a powerful downwards thrust of his sword. The Vi’tari blade reacted to the threat and spun Gideon around while simultaneously batting Asher’s sword aside. Combined with the Master Dragorn’s desire to kill him, the enchanted scimitar continued his momentum and came down across the ranger’s back.

      It was a successful strike, but Gideon had felt the resistance against the blade. Asher was wearing armour. The enslaved ranger fell forwards, his cloak and leathers torn, but his skin still intact.

      It was, however, a knocking blow that Malliath couldn’t ignore. The black dragon lurched forward in the air, as if smacked by a massive gust of wind. Ilargo spat a fireball into his face, disorientating him, before bringing all four of his claws to bear.

      Asher, back on his feet, was suddenly wracked with pain and dropped to his knees. The more Ilargo dug in his claws the more the old ranger yelled into the cold air. Seeing his opportunity to end the fight and the threat of Malliath once and for all, Gideon levelled his blade down at Asher’s heart and thrust forward.

      Considering his pain, it seemed quite impossible when Asher turned on one knee and twisted his shoulders enough to avoid Mournblade. He then snatched at Gideon’s wrist and forced the scimitar into the ground, leaving the Master Dragorn exposed. The old ranger landed a solid punch to Gideon’s face and sent him reeling.

      The punch would have been enough, but Malliath bit Ilargo’s jaw and raked at his left wing, igniting pain across Gideon’s entire face. A quick glimpse of his advancing foe was all Mournblade needed to parry Asher’s incoming swings, left then right. The Master Dragorn shook away what pain he could and refocused on his adversary.

      End this, Gideon! Ilargo was entangled with Malliath in a maelstrom of claws and teeth.

      Ignoring the fresh cuts that exploded across his body, Gideon took Mournblade in both hands and reminded himself that Dragorn stood above all other warriors.

      Mournblade, satisfied with its master’s intentions, sliced across Asher’s midriff and cut through the straps that bound his armoured leathers together, under his left arm. A follow-up strike in the opposite direction lacerated the old ranger’s leg in a thin red line, dropping him to one knee. Mournblade’s mission was incomplete, and so the weapon came back at Asher with a blow to the head, using the dragon-claw pommel.

      His breath ragged, Gideon stood over Asher, who now lay face down in the mud. Malliath roared, just as he had with every lash of Mournblade, and succumbed to Asher’s final injury.

      He began to fall from the sky.

      Gideon couldn’t take the risk that either would recover before the dragon’s impact killed them both. He raised Mournblade over his head, ready to bring it down over Asher’s neck.

      “You will be remembered for who you were…” he uttered.

      The Master Dragorn hesitated, but not because of what he needed to do, but because of what he saw. Resting on the ranger’s back was a distinctive silvyr short-sword…

      The last time he had seen that blade, it had been in a similar position, only it hadn’t been on Asher’s back.

      “Alijah…” he whispered to himself.

      Gideon lowered his sword and reached for the hilt of the silvyr short-sword, lost to his thoughts. As his fingers touched the hilt, Asher rolled over, grabbed his arm, and pulled him down into the mud.

      In the air, fifty feet from the ground, Malliath rolled over, as Asher had, and spread his wings. He continued to glide down until he was pelting across The White Vale on all four legs. His timing was perfect, launching back into the air as Ilargo flew towards him. Both dragons went up, then they came down, tumbling and crashing over the ground.

      Gideon felt everything. The pain from Ilargo’s injuries prevented him from recovering as Asher ploughed his forehead into the Master Dragorn’s nose. When his vision returned, the enslaved ranger was crouched over him, drawing the silvyr short-sword from its scabbard. Blood was running though his hair, from the back of his head, and down his face, but Asher seemed unaware of the injury as he lined up the tip of the blade with Gideon’s right eye.

      His survival reflexes kicked in and the Master Dragorn tilted his head to the left before the silvyr blade plunged into his head, though the edge did score the side of his scalp.

      Gideon threw his arm out and dislodged the short-sword from Asher’s grip, but the previous assassin in him always had a back-up plan. A flash of steel was all Gideon caught before the dagger was pointed down at his throat. Thankfully, his left arm had shot up far enough to keep Asher’s pressing hands at bay.

      He now looked at the dagger, an inch from his neck. Asher’s arms were shaking from the effort he exerted down on Gideon. Even the slightest weakening to his resistance would see the blade driven to his end…
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        * * *

      

      Inara could hear nothing but the rushing air and the flapping of her red cloak as it flew out behind her. At such a height, however, her ears weren’t needed. The young Dragorn looked beyond Athis’s head to the plague of orcs that stretched across The White Vale.

      There were thousands of them…

      It was the largest gathering of anything Inara had ever seen and they were all at Namdhor’s gate with a singular purpose: to end the rule of man. Unlike most invasions, the army had stalled, the catapults remained idle, and the mobile ballistas had come to a stop along the wings.

      The reason for their halt was currently dominating the gap between the orcs and the men of Namdhor. Ilargo and Malliath, easily the largest predators in all of Verda, were barrelling across the snow and mud in a bid to remove as big a chunk from the other as was possible. Their hot blood left a trail behind them, smearing across one of the few patches of undisturbed snow.

      Gideon is in trouble! Athis’s concern directed Inara to the small figures farther west than the warring dragons. Unlike Ilargo and Malliath, Gideon and Asher were in one place, their forms very still.

      Take me to them! Inara said urgently.

      Athis tucked in his wings and dived for the pair, crossing over the soldiers and their flaming swords. A great blast of snow caught their attention, diverting the pair to Ilargo, who had just been thrown across the vale by Malliath. The black dragon immediately pushed off and made straight for Athis and Inara, intercepting them before they could touch down.

      Hold on! Athis shouted across their bond.

      The red dragon flapped his wings and shot up into the sky, the only direction that didn’t take them directly into Malliath’s approaching bulk. By avoiding the collision, they gained a predator. The black dragon followed them up to the canopy of dark and smoky clouds.

      Inara glanced over her shoulder in time to see Malliath snap his jaws at Athis, barely missing her companion. Athis veered left and right, desperate to evade the pursuing dragon. One successful attack from Malliath would easily send Inara over the edge and, from this height, her death was a certainty.

      Looking back, the Dragorn could see the light of new flames being created inside Malliath’s mouth. He’s going to—

      Finishing her warning wasn’t required for Athis to understand the imminent threat. The red dragon corkscrewed and dived down as Malliath’s fiery breath extended under the clouds. A far heavier opponent, the black dragon dived down and quickly caught up, his gnashing maw coming for Inara.

      Jump! Athis instructed.

      Inara didn’t question her companion. She sprang up from his neck, taking her beyond the reach of Malliath’s jaws, though the dragon did take a swiping snap at her as she passed him by. Athis turned mid-fall and swatted Malliath across the face with his razor-edged claws. The ancient dragon roared with pain, his face raked with red lines, and extended his wings to put some distance between them.

      Inara had watched the whole thing from her descent, which had been carefully timed by her companion. Athis fell back into his dive and soon found his way beneath the young Dragorn, bringing them back together before one of them thundered into the ground.

      The half-elf wanted to praise her companion for such a daring feat, but her words would have to wait. Malliath hadn’t given up the hunt. The chase continued back into the sky, only now Malliath’s rage was palpable. He was also faster and a better hunter.

      Go up! Inara urged, her eyes on the dense black clouds. We can lose him in there!

      With no time for anything else, Athis flapped his wings with all haste and aimed for the nearest patch of black. Inara observed her world fall away as the dark clouds quickly consumed her vision. She held her breath and shut her eyes, trusting Athis to throw off their pursuer.

      An intense light pressed against her closed eyelids and, for just a moment, she feared Malliath was engulfing them in a firestorm. It was only through her bond with Athis that she felt awe and wonderment instead of dread.

      She opened her eyes to a heaven that seemed to have been vanquished…

      Above the suffocating and stormy mass of ash clouds, the world continued to shine as it always had. The sun was searching for its rest on the horizon, casting the top of the world in tones of gold and orange. The sky above was still a beautiful blue that stretched on forever, decorated with wisps of white clouds.

      It was beautiful…

      Inara bathed in the sunlight for one glorious moment. It ended with the roar of a maddened dragon. The dark clouds burst apart as Malliath launched through to continue their battle. Athis had nowhere but down to go, a path that would take them straight into the black dragon.

      Another form exploded through the cloud cover before Malliath could reach them. Ilargo’s green scales glittered with startling golden flecks as his magnificent body rose into the sunlight. His majesty was no less marred when he slammed into Malliath and clawed at his back, pulling them both down.

      Athis stopped flying and let his body fall naturally until his head was pointed down. Inara held her breath again and said farewell to the light as they passed through darkness and ash. A cold and bitter reality still lay sprawled out beneath them, the orcs poised to invade and the men of Namdhor bracing for the end.

      Ilargo and Malliath broke apart and flew around each other, searching for an opening that would see them land a mortal blow. Back on the ground, Asher and Gideon were back on their feet again and fighting with vigour, though the distance was too far to judge who might be winning.

      Inara knew what she had to do.

      Seeing into her mind, Athis warned, That will see us both to our end, wingless one.

      Inara touched the scales of his neck. I know…

      A moment passed between them in which no words were needed, but an agreement was found. A choice was made.

      Athis gained a little more height and circled around until he was flying over Ilargo and Malliath. Inara adjusted her position into a half-stand and looked down, between the dragon’s neck and right wing. She could see the battle of claws and teeth below.

      Alastir’s words came back to her, proving his wisdom was worthy of a master. He had been right; no Dragorn can ever know what they’re truly capable of until the time comes. Until now, in this very moment, Inara had never been tested, her courage pitted against the darkness.

      Strike true, wingless one…

      Inara reached around her waist and removed the Moonblade from its scabbard. In life or death, we will be together forever.

      They were her last words before leaping into the open air. The love that existed between them didn’t need voicing.

      Inara Galfrey fell face first, her limbs outstretched. In these moments, potentially her last, she knew she should have been thinking about her family and all those who might live because of her choice. But no such thought coalesced in her mind. Falling as rapidly as she was, the Dragorn had to focus everything on micro-movements, fixing her path to bring her down on Malliath.

      Athis was saying something to Ilargo, but their conversation was distant in her mind and so she let it go. Her companion was most likely passing on all of their memories before their inevitable deaths.

      Malliath’s black scales were fast approaching until he began to dip down in pursuit of Ilargo, who was now heading for the ground. Inara required an extra few seconds of falling before she finally caught up with them, but the dragon’s descent had allowed the young Dragorn to latch onto his back without the deadly impact she had expected.

      Already surviving longer than she could have hoped for, Inara pulled herself into the dragon by one of his spinal horns. Malliath may have been aware of her presence, but the enraged dragon was too busy trying to catch Ilargo. Athis, a red blur, shot past and continued on towards the ground.

      Inara braced herself against Malliath’s scales and raised the Moonblade as high as she dared without the rushing wind snatching it from her grip. Choosing a gap between the dragon’s natural armour, she plunged the magical blade up to the hilt, concealing its glow within him.

      Malliath roared. Then, he stopped flying.
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        * * *

      

      Gideon had given up searching for Mournblade; if he took his eyes off Asher for more than a second the old ranger would be upon him. Adapting the Mag’dereth for hand-to-hand combat, the Master Dragorn used form two as his opponent came at him with a dagger.

      A quick twist of the wrist and a blow to the back of the elbow forced Asher to drop the weapon, but his previous training had given him skills to compensate. The ranger dipped his body and caught the falling dagger with his free hand before throwing his arm up to cut across Gideon’s jacket. It failed to do any more, but it exposed Asher’s chest and Gideon didn’t hesitate to kick him away.

      Asher rolled backwards and jumped up to his feet, dagger still in hand. Gideon was feeling his injuries, the worst of which had come from Malliath’s assault on Ilargo. Seeing Asher advancing on him now, he began to wonder how this was going to end. Without Mournblade, he would have to end Asher’s life with his bare hands.

      Straightening his back, Gideon inhaled and exhaled a slow and controlled breath. Over the last thirty years, he had become a master in the art of the Mag’dereth, studying and teaching all five of its techniques. Unknown to the rest of the Dragorn, there were, in fact, six forms. The sixth fighting technique was created for one purpose: death. When properly honed, the user of form six could dispatch a life with their hands alone, having touched their opponent no more than five times.

      Unfortunately for Gideon, Asher had learned a similar technique on his first day in Nightfall. As they engaged, the Master Dragorn reached as far as the killing blow when the old assassin countered the move and followed it up with a palm to the throat.

      Coughing in his effort to breathe, Gideon fell back to one knee and looked up as Asher came at him with the dagger.

      Without warning, Asher’s body stiffened and his face came alive with the first sign of emotion Gideon had seen in him. It was one of great pain and suffering. From above, Malliath’s roar spanned the breadth of The White Vale and he began to fall from the sky.

      In front of Gideon, Asher fell to his hands and knees, groaning. Spasms overtook his limbs and he rolled onto his back, baring his teeth in agony.

      Malliath regained some kind of control and managed to flap his wings before slamming into the ground, north of them. Gideon’s stomach dropped when he saw Inara go flying forwards from Malliath’s back and roll through the mud. Like the black dragon, she lay very still. Not far from them, Athis, who had touched down only a moment earlier, let out a strained growl before collapsing.

      Ilargo glided to Athis’s side. They yet live! the dragon said with relief.

      Gideon would have shared in that great relief had Asher’s groan not suddenly turned feral. His cry of pain became one with Malliath’s distant roar, the dragon now writhing about in the mud. Something began to glow from beneath Asher’s armour, illuminating his face. Gideon crouched down and tore at the leathers until he could see the ancient glyphs burning against the ranger’s skin, shining in blinding white light.

      The glyphs stopped burning so brightly as quickly as they had begun and Asher was left lying unconscious before the Master Dragorn. In the absence of his shouting, Gideon heard the tide of orcs to the east. They were done with waiting.

      With all haste, Gideon retrieved Mournblade and collected the silvyr short-sword. With what strength he could muster, the Master Dragorn dragged Asher towards Vighon and his men.

      Gideon! Ilargo yelled across their bond as if this wasn’t the first time he had shouted his companion’s name.

      Without stopping, Gideon continued to drag Asher across The White Vale. The orcs are charging, Ilargo! I need you to protect Inara and Athis until I can reach you! He didn’t ask the dragon whether they were still alive; he simply couldn’t bear the answer to that question right now.

      They’re not charging, Gideon, Ilargo replied, surprising his companion. They’re turning around…

      Gideon finally paused on his journey back to the city and turned to look upon the orcs. What had been the front of their army was now the back, the men of Namdhor forgotten.

      “Arathor…” he muttered with what breath he had left.

      He has returned with the army! Ilargo declared.

      Gideon was numb, exhausted and his mind full of questions, all of which had answers he wasn’t sure he was ready to hear. Clutching the silvyr short-sword, however, the immediate question was the most horrifying to consider…
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      Karakulak was stunned, a state of being he wasn’t accustomed to anymore. Still, watching the behemoth of a black dragon collapse and writhe around in the muddy field had shocked him. More than once, during the fight, he had been sure he was about to witness Gideon Thorn’s end, or at least the red dragon’s gruesome death.

      Now, dragging Malliath’s rider over The White Vale, the Master Dragorn was still breathing and his hideous pet of a dragon was still on its feet. The order to attack was on the edge of his dark lips when a distant murmur rippled across the army, growing into an outcry.

      The God-King turned his gark to the side and looked back at his forces. Farther east, beyond their flank, another dragon was flying towards them. Karakulak would have given the order to turn the ballistas around and simply kill the beast, but the army of men riding beneath the dragon gave him pause.

      He swallowed hard. Their force was considerable, upwards of seven thousand if he had to guess. Every one of them was galloping towards their flank with a war cry in the air.

      “Turn them around!” he cried. “Turn the catapults around! Get the ballistas moving! Spears to the back line, now!”

      Flags went up across the front line, signalling to the various chieftains and leaders to face the new threat. They were all too slow. The attack was unprecedented. Never before had one of the kingdoms managed to surprise the orcs, let alone face them with such a massive force, already geared for war.

      Eager to unleash his strength and bolster his army, Karakulak spurred his gark, directing the mount through the ranks between him and the approaching Namdhorians.

      It was time to get some human blood on his hands.
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        * * *

      

      Seeing thousands upon thousands of Namdhorian riders hurtling towards the orcs’ flank was mesmerising, a moment worthy of a tear for some. For Vighon, however, the moment Inara had been flung free from Malliath’s back, a great fear rose within him and he broke away from his men. He shouted at Garrett and Ruban to run out and meet Gideon.

      On the other side of the fallen Dragorn, Malliath was contorting and growling. His wicked tail thrashed about, kicking up great plumes of snow and mud, always threatening to come down on Inara.

      Vighon skidded to her side and threw his sword down, though the flames refused to be put out. The half-elf was mostly covered by her red cloak and her dark hair was hiding her angular features.

      “Inara!” he hissed, dragging her away from Malliath. “Inara!” He rolled her over into his arms. “Stay with me!” he pleaded.

      In his arms, the young Dragorn managed to open her eyes and look back at him with astonishing blue orbs. “Why are you holding me?” she croaked.

      Happy and relieved to see her alive, Vighon stumbled over his response. “I thought…”

      “Help me up,” she said, turning out of his arms.

      Vighon put an arm under hers and stood up with the stubborn warrior. Athis, shaking his head and flexing his damaged wings, walked around Malliath’s contorting performance to join them. It was clear to see that the red dragon had suffered some injuries, though they paled when compared to Malliath’s bloodied hide. Still, the pair were able to stand, a miraculous thing considering everything he had observed from their battle.

      “Where is it?” Inara asked on shaky legs. “Where’s the Moonblade?” she specified, seeing the northman’s confusion.

      He looked around the area where she had fallen and discovered the luminous blade poking out of a patch of snow. Inara was quick to take the offered weapon and sheath it on the back of her belt.

      Vighon looked from the dagger to Malliath, and finally back at Gideon, who was handing Asher over to Garrett and Ruban.

      “What in all the hells happened up there?” he asked.

      Inara shared a look with Athis before turning to the orcs. “I don’t know, but it’s not over yet…”

      Catapults scattered throughout the orc army released their missiles into the Namdhorian riders. The ballistas moved up the wings and prepared to add their deadly wrath bolts to the fray. Above it all, Vighon could see Arathor astride his dragon, Thraden. He knew next to nothing about the Dragorn, but he hoped he was fast when facing so many projectiles.

      “We have to help them.” Inara was stiff, her movements slow.

      “You need to rest before diving into that,” Vighon cautioned.

      Inara gestured to Gideon in the distance. “I go where he goes…”

      Vighon turned to see the Master Dragorn scaling the side of Ilargo’s neck, ready to return to the battle. When he turned back to Inara, she was already popping the cork off a vial of red liquid from within her jacket.

      “Inara…” The northman poured all of his concern into his tone.

      She paused before consuming it. “They need us out there, Vighon. The Namdhorians are still outnumbered. Three dragons in the air are better than two.” Inara swallowed the elixir, its taste foul enough to make her whole face pinch. It was momentary, however, before both Dragorn and dragon appeared somewhat taller.

      “Get back to your men,” she instructed. “Get ready for any orcs who believe they can find refuge in the city.”

      Before Inara could climb onto Athis’s back, Malliath stumbled to his enormous claws, his head hung low. His wings spasmed and his long tail twitched. The growls rippling from his throat were strained as he wobbled from side to side.

      Vighon froze beside Inara and Athis, unsure of the black dragon’s intentions. If he turned on them, the northman’s death was a certainty.

      Malliath shook his head and lifted it with an almighty roar. It wasn’t like any roar Vighon had heard the dragon make before. There was something different about it, something terrifying. It shouldn’t be possible for the dragon to sound any more ferocious than he already did, yet the northman was filled with the need to run, and run fast.

      All four of Malliath’s legs bent, his wings went up, and his tail curled into the air. Then, he shot into the sky, blowing Vighon’s black cloak out behind him. The dragon only graced the air for as long as it took him to come crashing back down amidst the orcs. What followed was chaos unbound, a force of nature that was death to all who looked upon it.

      One fiery breath from Malliath ripped through the orcs, incinerating everything in its path. His powerful tail whipped around, flattening some and launching others into the air. The dragon stomped over the orcs without care, striding through their dense numbers with unbridled rage.

      Vighon felt another gust of cold air wash over him as Athis took off into the sky, Inara on his back. Alongside Ilargo, the two flew over the back of the army and added their devastating breaths to Malliath’s.

      The ruin and death, laid upon the orcs by all four dragons, spread untold fear among their ranks. It wasn’t long before they were running in every direction to escape them.

      Vighon collected his sword of dragon flames and sprinted back to his men, shouting orders at them as he did. “Hold fast! Don’t let any get past you!”

      Beyond them, in the lower town, Ruban and another soldier were carrying Asher’s limp form farther into the city. Garrett had returned to fight alongside his men, a testament to the man’s turn around. Vighon slotted in next to Galanör, joining the elf in assessing the mess unfolding before them.

      It was impossible to say whether the Namdhorian army had met the orcs in battle yet, distant as they were, but Arathor and Thraden now flew among the dragons. Between them, they destroyed what catapults they could, but the ballistas kept the three of them at bay. The same could not be said about Malliath. In the thick of it, the black dragon slaughtered the orcs by the hundreds.

      It was that growing tally of burning orcs that caused so many to run away. Most of whom ran towards Vighon and his flaming sword. The northman braced his legs, tightened his grip, and locked his jaw. He meant to deal in death until either he or his enemy were dead.

      A dark blur sprinted past the men of Namdhor and raced headlong into the orcs. It was the calls to Grarfath, however, that gave away the identity of the dark blur before Vighon’s eyes focused on the Warhog.

      Doran, son of Dorain, prince of clan Heavybelly, waded into the orcs with abandon. His assistance was much appreciated, but one dwarf and his Warhog would not turn the tide of this battle.

      Fiery sword raised, Vighon faltered before swinging. It was a single arrow that struck the orc running at him, dropping the beast in its tracks, but the angle of the arrow was curious. Answering his unasked question, a hundred more arrows rained down on the rest of the orcs, littering the ground with peppered bodies.

      “Look!” came numerous calls.

      Vighon turned to the south, to a much-welcomed sight. The elves of Ilythyra had arrived! They emerged from the south in the most wondrous armour Vighon had ever seen, an amalgamation of iron feathers and leaves in gold and purple. These were not the elves he remembered from their woodland home in The Moonlit Plains.

      Relentless, the elves nocked arrow after arrow, letting loose their deadly missiles. Lady Ellöria stepped forward and raised her hand to the sky. When next the salvo of arrows came down on the escaping orcs, every arrowhead was on fire.

      The northman relaxed his tense muscles a notch as the wave of fleeing orcs were dropped in the mud by fiery arrows. Only a handful of the lucky ones made it through the haze of arrows, but they were met by Galanör, the swiftest among them. The elf dashed out of the line, reminding Vighon of a river as it coursed between the rocks. Galanör’s movements were fluid and his skill unmatched by the orcs, all of whom fell to his blades.

      Deciding that west wasn’t the way to go, the orcs running away from Malliath made for the north and the mountains of Vengora. Vighon remained vigilant, however, his eyes tracking every orc that escaped the dragon’s wrath. Easing the tension further, Lady Ellöria marched her forces across The White Vale and joined the men of Namdhor.

      Only then did the northman realise that a fifth dragon had entered the battle, joining those above. Adding to their numbers would have been a blessing, but as the new Dragorn entered the melee, one of the others careered out of the sky. Vighon narrowed his eyes, worried that Athis had taken the wrath bolt, but the red dragon was on the other side of the army.

      “Arathor…” he whispered.

      The Dragorn and his companion rocketed out of the sky, heading for the flat plains with black smoke trailing from the dragon’s side. Landing beyond the colliding armies, their fate remained a mystery to the men of Namdhor.
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        * * *

      

      Karakulak’s gark was dead. Two of its six legs cut from under it and a spear lodged firmly in its head had seen to that. The mighty orc had ensured the deaths of those who attacked him, his sword of dragon bone sweeping across the battlefield.

      The catapults had claimed many Namdhorian lives before their front lines slammed into each other, but being on horseback had given the humans a great advantage. The orcs’ perimeter was easily breached by the speed and ferocity of the riders, who were now inside their line.

      The God-King waded into battle, taking the lives of men with glee. More than one succeeded in striking him before death, but Karakulak felt no pain - if anything, their blows gave him pleasure, urging him on.

      An unstoppable force, Karakulak ripped a rider from his horse, crushed him under foot, and threw the horse back with one hand, launching it into another rider. It wasn’t long, however, before he began to notice the lack of fellow orcs around him. He was drowning in Namdhorians as horses raced past him and explosions rocked the ground.

      A strong swipe, as he sliced through two passing riders, turned the orc around. He saw the dragons. Those overhead were a burden on his forces, but Malliath was reducing the orcs’ numbers with dramatic effect.

      In his distraction, a Namdhorian warrior rushed him from behind and plunged his sword into Karakulak’s thigh. He growled, backhanded the man, and removed the sword from his leg as if it were no bother. Before he could kill the next Namdhorian, a mountain troll lumbered past him at full pelt, all four of its thick limbs propelling it on.

      Malliath was getting closer.

      The troll didn’t get far before the riders cut it down, but the monster wasn’t the only thing to be brought down. Karakulak dived out of the way as a burning catapult creaked, snapped, and toppled over.

      The God-King could feel his rage pumping through his veins, growing with every thundering beat of his heart. They still outnumbered the Namdhorians, but the dragons above and below were creating havoc and raising the death toll.

      “Elves! The elves are here!” The orcs who shouted such a warning were veiled by the battle, but Karakulak could see the wave of arrows, igniting mid-flight, arcing through the air in the west.

      He roared in hatred for the elves and the dragons and the schemes of men. Most of all, he hated The Crow. Malliath was supposed to be an ally, yet the dragon was claiming more lives than anyone else.

      Madness reigned over the battlefield. The God-King had lost control of his army of orcs, a great deal of which were fleeing for the mountains in the north. None could hope to beat Malliath in a fight like this. Planning was required, traps needed setting, and above all, the element of surprise.

      There was nothing for it. “To the mountains!” he bellowed, hating every word of his command as it was repeated across The White Vale.

      To retreat was to admit defeat. God-Kings were not supposed to be defeated.

      Karakulak swung his bone sword, parting heads from shoulders, as he rammed his way north. His free hand ran over his belt, where the small chest of elixirs was buckled. If he was to maintain control after this, he would need to maintain his physical and mental superiority.

      At the northern edge of his forces, Karakulak spotted his mother being carried away in the muscular arms of a Big Bastard orc. She gave him a look of pure disappointment that said, what have you done? She would, no doubt, blame this defeat on his treachery against Gordomo and use of magic.

      Crossing the northern plain, the God-King turned back to regard what remained of the battle. Any orc still fighting was just trying to reach the mountains, as he was. The dragons hounded the ballistas as they veered north but, thankfully, the wrath bolts kept them high above. To the west of it all, Namdhor still stood proud over The King’s Lake.

      This wasn’t a defeat. Karakulak repeated that to himself. They had simply encountered a foe that needed a different strategy. It would make his inevitable victory over Illian all the sweeter after one last epic fight for it. The promise of such a battle would satiate his forces in the meantime.

      “Sire!” Grundi came riding over astride his gark. The hunched orc was pointing to something farther north.

      Karakulak’s sharp eyes found the downed dragon, but what brought a smile to his face was the Dragorn, crawling through the snow some distance away from the dragon.

      “To the mountains!” he roared again, his sights set on the injured Dragorn…
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        * * *

      

      Vighon pulled his fiery sword free of the dead orc and looked up to view the hundreds more scattered in front of him. The elves had joined the flaming swords of the Namdhorians and aided in holding the line. Ellöria’s magic had been quite the spectacle among the flashes of steel and fire.

      Galanör slowly wandered between the bodies with only one of his gifted scimitars in hand. The elf soon spotted the other, standing upright, impaled in the head of an orc. His angelic features were smothered with sweat, ash, and blood, just like everyone else’s.

      “The swords were a good idea,” the elf wearily complimented. “Fire is our greatest weapon against the orcs.”

      Vighon took in the sight of Malliath. The black dragon was tearing his way through the orcs like a pig rolling in mud. He wouldn’t call the dragon an ally, but to the northman’s eyes he certainly seemed to be their greatest weapon.

      It was the elves, however, who stirred a reply in Vighon. “No, our greatest weapon is us. We’re stronger together.”

      Galanör pushed a smile through his fatigue. “It wouldn’t be the first time an alliance was formed against the orcs. Perhaps, we can find a way to push them back again.”

      Considering how many kingdoms were smoking ruins, and the death toll that came with them, pushing them back didn’t seem enough to Vighon. “We need to do more than that this time. We can’t let even one of them escape to threaten us again. We need to find a way to be rid of them once and for all.”

      Galanör considered the northman’s response. “Wiping out an entire race, even when they are your enemy, is no easy task. Such a thing would come with a heavy price for the victor.”

      Vighon could have debated with the elven ranger for some time on the topic, but the Lady of Ilythyra was approaching. Everything about Ellöria Sevari commanded one’s full attention, from her beauty to the wisdom in her eyes.

      Most of the men were similarly enchanted by the elves that had dispersed among them, checking the dead and helping the wounded. Besides Galanör, this was the first time many had seen another elf, never mind so many.

      Vighon bowed his head to their leader. “You have our gratitude, Lady Ellöria. Your timing has saved many lives.”

      Lady Ellöria’s usual ethereal presence was grounded by the exquisite armour she wore. Still, her hair flowed out, silky and smooth as if the ash dared not disturb it.

      The elf glanced at the charred bodies that had once been the vanguard from the west. “I would say the men of Namdhor have already proven their stubbornness in relinquishing to death.”

      Anything that Vighon might add was snatched from the moment by one of Malliath’s distant, yet gripping, roars.

      “This is not our way anymore,” Ellöria explained, her beautiful eyes cast over the bodies. “We came here to follow in the ways of our ancestors, not fight in another war.”

      Vighon observed the scattering orcs who still numbered in the thousands. “I’m afraid this is far from over, my Lady.” By the time he looked back at Ellöria, the elf had drifted with the breeze and joined her people.

      Exhausted, Vighon weaved through the battlefield, barely noticing the men who patted him on the back or the arm as they passed him by. There was still some fighting in the east, the sound of their clashing swords just audible over Malliath’s rage. The dragon was covered in spears and arrows, yet nothing could stop him as he chased the orcs to the mountains.

      The White Vale was strewn with bodies from both sides, but those closer to the city were all orcs. Flames licked the horizon in the black dragon’s wake, his capacity for ruin unparalleled. Jets of fire consumed the orcs, his tail swatted them high into the air, and his monstrous jaws chewed through any who failed to run fast enough.

      Vighon swallowed hard and his hand slowly fell to the hilt of his sword. Malliath’s outburst against the orcs had been a turning point for Namdhor’s survival, but the dragon was unpredictable. The northman feared, for a terribly long moment, that Malliath would grow bored of chasing the orcs and turn his attention to the city.

      Charging behind the orcs, his torrents of fire grew distant, along with the retreating orcs.

      Deciding he was only a threat to the orcs, Vighon’s attention was drawn to an upright sword. Protruding from the mud, the broadsword was two-handed and adorned with a spiked pommel. He pulled it free and held it before him: Asher’s blade. It was a heavy weapon designed for slaying monsters.

      He had several questions regarding Asher and Malliath, but the man walking towards him banished all thought, the sight of him simply uplifting.

      “Nathaniel!” he exclaimed.

      The old Graycoat, young as ever, made his way between the bodies. He had been the closest thing Vighon had ever known to a real father, or at least what a father was supposed to be. With Reyna’s enchanted bow in hand, Nathaniel appeared the warrior the tales always spoke of, but he was tired like the rest of them now. Blood stained his clothes and ash coated his skin, highlighting his minor injuries.

      “Vighon?” Nathaniel narrowed his eyes before they lit up at the sight of him. “Vighon!” He embraced the younger man in a tight hold.

      It had been years since they had last met and each had questions for the other, but Nathaniel’s gaze soon landed on the broadsword in Vighon’s hand.

      The knight frowned. “I’ve seen a blade like that before…”

      Vighon made to speak until he realised he had no idea how to tell Nathaniel that Asher was alive. Or at least he thought he was alive. The last he had seen of the ranger, Ruban was dragging him into Namdhor.

      Before he could even begin to stumble over his response, the pair were battered by a strong gust of wind. Athis the ironheart landed beside them and Ilargo the redeemer of men landed on the other side. Searching the northern skies, Vighon spotted the blue dragon who had arrived with the elves. It continued to harass the orcs from the sky, pushing them to the mountains at the point of fire.

      Clearly more exhausted, Gideon climbed down from his companion’s neck, pained by multiple wounds if his walking was anything to go by. Despite Inara’s apparent injuries, she still jumped down and barrelled into her father.

      There were no words for a time, just an embrace, a tight hold, and the loving kiss of a father and daughter who had feared for each other’s life.

      Finally, Inara stepped back, tears in her eyes. “I can’t believe you’re here. I’ve been so worried.”

      Nathaniel offered her a warm smile. “I managed to turn the Namdhorians around, but progress was slow. Under the shadow of Arathor and Thraden, however, the horses dared not stop.” He looked at Gideon. “Thank you for sending him.”

      “Thank you for turning them around in the first place,” Gideon replied. “And for adding your own sword to the battle.”

      “The Namdhorians are great fighters,” Nathaniel said. “Still, seeing the size of their force, I feared defeat was inevitable. I can’t believe they fled.”

      “Malliath’s betrayal was unexpected,” Gideon explained. “Not to mention devastating,” he added, looking to the black dragon in the distance.

      “That’s Malliath?” Nathaniel turned to the north to watch the fabled dragon continue his onslaught.

      Vighon shared a look with Inara and Gideon. Nathaniel had been out of Illian since the war began and was missing more than a few details.

      “Ye do make an entrance, laddy, I’ll give ye that!” Doran came over, having finally returned from picking off orcs. Both he and his pig were coated in the blood of their enemies.

      Seeing the dwarf, Nathaniel’s battle-haze dissipated. “Where is Reyna?” he asked the group.

      “She rests in The Dragon Keep,” Gideon answered in the absence of all others, even Inara, whose mouth had opened and closed. “Come,” the Master Dragorn motioned, “there’s a lot to explain.”

      Vighon turned to leave with them when Inara and Gideon both turned sharply to the north. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Arathor!” Gideon was already making for Ilargo.

      “You’re too exhausted!” Inara called after him. “Ilargo too!”

      “What’s going on?” Vighon asked again.

      Helping to elucidate her master’s actions, Inara yelled over her shoulder as she ran for Athis. “Arathor’s been taken!”

      “Taken?” Nathaniel echoed with dread.

      Inara climbed up Athis’s red scales. “By the orcs! Thraden has seen it!”

      Vighon scrutinised the Dragorn, including their dragons, and decided they were far too fatigued and injured to pursue the orcs, all of which were still accompanied by mobile ballistas. “Wait!” he warned.

      “Take my father to the keep!” Inara shouted back. With that, both dragons launched into the air and flew north, after the fleeing orcs.

      Doran tapped Nathaniel’s leg. “Come with us, lad. We’ll take ye to see yer Reyna,” he added softly.
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        * * *

      

      Lying in the mud, Thraden let loose a low moan of great sorrow. Gideon wanted to comfort the dragon more than anything, but the dragon was without his eternal companion for the first time since their bond had formed.

      Not too far away, Malliath the voiceless was swooping low over the scattered army of orcs. His relentless pursuit and savage nature kept the orcs running for their lives. Even the ballistas had ceased firing their wrath bolts, terrified of drawing the dragon’s attention.

      The Master Dragorn watched Ayana Glanduil and Deartanyon scorch another line of orcs before breaking away to meet them. He already knew from the dragons’ bond that she had failed to find Arathor among the fleeing beasts, a hunt made all the harder by Malliath.

      Inara placed a hand on Thraden’s scales, just below his left eye. “We will find him, Thraden,” she promised.

      Gideon had a sinking feeling in his gut that told him the young Dragorn couldn’t deliver on that promise. None of them could.

      Show me again, Gideon requested.

      Ilargo transferred Thraden’s most recent memory into Gideon’s mind. Once again, he witnessed Arathor being picked up by a group of orcs in the distance, too far for the injured Thraden to aid him.

      He also saw Karakulak…

      The large orc who called himself king was gesturing at the mountains, commanding his underlings to take the Dragorn with them. It reminded Gideon that they were far from victory.

      He pulled back from the memory in time to see Ayana climbing down from Deartanyon’s neck. The elf was a vision by comparison to himself or Inara, spared as she was from entering the battle beyond her dragon’s back.

      “There was no sign of Arathor,” she grieved.

      Inara moved around Thraden and inspected the gaping wound in the dragon’s side. “The fact that Thraden still lives is proof that Arathor does too.”

      Gideon examined Thraden’s wound himself and wondered how long that fact would hold up. The wound was severe, leaving them both in a weakened state that could easily deteriorate to the point of death.

      Perhaps death would be better than what awaits Arathor… Ilargo’s words had been for Gideon alone and they kept it that way.

      “We will keep searching,” the Master Dragorn announced determinedly. “And we’ll give the orcs something to keep running from. We don’t want them turning around.”

      “No,” Ayana disagreed. “It does not take the eyes of an elf to see that the four of you need rest. I will stay with Thraden. Deartanyon can search for any sign of Arathor and give the orcs something to fear.”

      Inara flicked her head at the orcs. “I would say Malliath is seeing to their retreat all by himself…”

      Gideon shook his head. “There are too many of them.”

      Ayana’s eyes darted beyond Gideon, drawing his attention to the thousands of Namdhorian riders who were currently forming a solid line across The White Vale. “I believe they will be deterrent enough. Find rest, all of you.”

      Gideon relented, unable to ignore the elf’s wisdom, not to mention the pain he was in. He walked back to Thraden’s head and placed a loving hand on the dragon’s snout.

      “We will not leave Arathor to suffer under the orcs, nor yourself.”

      I will stay with them, Ilargo spoke into the bond between them all.

      As will I, Athis added.

      Gideon didn’t argue with them. Arguing with a dragon was like telling a mountain to become an ocean; he wouldn’t get very far. With Inara by his side, the pair began their journey back to the city.

      “Why would the orcs take Arathor?” Inara asked, the question raised only between the two of them.

      “I don’t know,” Gideon admitted, his fear for the Dragorn mounting by the second.

      “What if they only mean to torment him?” Inara asked in a quiet voice.

      Gideon recalled his parting words to Thraden. “As I said,” he replied, “we won’t let either of them suffer under the orcs.”

      The truth of that statement made the Master Dragorn feel sick to his bones…
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      With Gideon beside her, Inara entered Vighon’s chamber in The Dragon Keep. Both shared the same look of defeat, the perfect ensemble to go with their haggard appearance post battle.

      “Arathor?” Vighon asked.

      “He was taken,” she replied softly, her words filled with pain.

      “By the orcs?” Nathaniel queried with concern.

      Inara nodded. “Ayana and the others are still combing the edges of the mountains, but the orcs are already descending into the depths. He is lost to us…”

      “For now,” Gideon said firmly, placing an object wrapped in blue cloth on the table.

      Inara didn’t question him about it, choosing, rather, to take in the room’s inhabitants. They were easily the strangest collection of beings in the realm. An exiled dwarven prince, a captain of Namdhor, an elven ranger, her father, the immortal man, and her mother, an ambassador and elven princess. Then, there was Gideon and herself, two Dragorn.

      She could see that some were missing from the room, friends and family all. Still, these people were among the few in the realm who found strength standing together in the face of overwhelming odds. They were warriors all.

      “You said there was much that needed to be explained,” Nathaniel reminded them. “Tell me everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Inara watched her father, as did everyone else in the room, as a great silence hung over them all. He was sat by his wife, hand over hers, with a pained and confused expression on his face.

      “Say it again…” he breathed.

      Gideon bit his lip. “Asher is alive,” he repeated.

      The tale had been a long one, and Nathaniel had listened patiently and attentively despite Reyna’s condition. He had, however, stumbled over the news that his friend had been brought back from the dead and used by the enemy.

      The Master Dragorn went through the details of Asher’s resurrection again, assisted by Galanör and Vighon who were actually there. Every time Alijah’s name was mentioned, Inara noticed the weight on her father’s shoulders get a little heavier.

      “He’ll be fine,” he had said after Gideon’s recounting of Velia’s invasion. “Alijah has had a knack for getting out of things since he was a boy. He’s out there somewhere, surviving…”

      Inara wanted to believe her father - they all did. So sure was she that her brother was on his way to them that she had started searching the faces of the refugees, convinced that he would be among them.

      “Why?” Nathaniel finally asked. “Why would The Crow bring Asher back?”

      “Understanding The Crow and his motives is beyond me,” Gideon admitted. “If I had to guess, I would say he was hoping to complicate things for us. He knew those of us who would resist his schemes and he knew Asher would make us hesitate. It certainly stopped me from killing him in Lirian and Velia.”

      “And now?” Nathaniel enquired, unsure about the end of their tale.

      Inara felt the eyes in the room fall on her. “It was all in the prophecy,” she said.

      “The one Alijah found?” Nathaniel clarified, still seated beside Reyna.

      Inara nodded her head but she looked at Gideon. “Only magic wrought of unity can break the chains. Doran suggested it was talking about the Moonblade; a weapon made of pure magic that can only be forged by an alliance of dwarf and elf. Then, I remembered his recounting of the spell that Killian Torvaris placed over you,” she told her father. “He used the Moonblade to break the spell.”

      “Aye, she’s right!” Doran chipped in. “The legends ’ave it that no magic can stand against the touch o’a Moonblade.”

      “The Crow chained Asher and Malliath together with his binding spell,” Inara continued. “It was a leap, but I had to assume it was referring to them.”

      “Is that why you disobeyed my commands?” Gideon folded his arms.

      “And saved your life?” Inara added. “Yes. And I’m not even a little bit sorry.”

      Gideon’s smile faded. “You saved my life and many more by breaking the spell cast over them, but I still fail to see how the Moonblade is going to save the whole world.”

      Nathaniel looked at Doran. “Is that what Petur… Is that what Killian said?”

      “Aye,” Doran replied. “Whether there’s any truth in it or not, he seemed to believe it.”

      Galanör moved for the first time since they had entered the room, drawing everyone’s attention. “The logical conclusion is Asher.”

      Gideon frowned. “How so?”

      “Both the prophecy and Killian Torvaris have the same source of information: The Crow. At this point, we have to assume that he can see the future. If that’s the case, the Moonblade was only made to break Asher free, which means the blade is not the thing that will save the world. Asher is…”

      “So, how does Asher save the world?” Vighon asked. “I thought he had already done that once.”

      “He did,” Nathaniel replied. “And he died for it.”

      Galanör cupped his square jaw. “Fate, it would seem, is determined to keep its hold over him.”

      “Perhaps we should ask him,” Inara suggested. “He is free of the spell now, after all.”

      “We think,” Gideon reminded her.

      Vighon gestured to the door. “He hasn’t woken up yet. Ruban’s keeping an eye on him for me.”

      “Let ’im rest,” Doran told them. “He’s been to hell an’ back on both sides o’ the veil.”

      Gideon subtly shifted his body, but Inara could see that something was wrong. “There’s something else we need to ask Asher,” he finally said.

      The Master Dragorn picked up the object from the table, covered in a blue rag. She had noted him bringing it into the room, but had said nothing of it at the time. Now, she had a bad feeling about it.

      “What is that, Master?”

      Gideon threw the blue rag away and held up one of the finest blades in all the land. A short-sword, crafted from silvyr and lined down the middle with ancient runes. Once upon a time, it had belonged to Asher, but Nathaniel and Reyna claimed it after his death. For the last four years, it had resided on Alijah’s back…

      “Where did you get that?” Nathaniel asked with urgency.

      “I took it off Asher,” Gideon explained, “after he fell. The last time I saw it, Alijah was in possession of it atop the walls of Velia.”

      Inara felt her stomach drop, much in the way her father’s face dropped. The most obvious conclusion was that Asher had taken it from Alijah. The chances of Asher leaving Alijah to live were as slim as Alijah letting anyone take the blade while he was still breathing. Her confidence in his survival began to falter for the first time.

      “He could have dropped it,” Vighon said, breaking the silence. “Alijah always favoured the bow. He was never a swordsman.”

      Inara heard the northman’s words, but his face and tone lacked the conviction of such a statement. They all had their own coping mechanisms. Inara’s was to reach for the sky with Athis, the dragon flying so fast she could barely breathe.

      Her father coped by moving on. “How do we help Reyna?” he asked the room.

      Inara put her hand on her father’s shoulder. “She receives healing several times a day, but there’s not much to be done. A piece of her has been taken by the Moonblade. All we can do now is wait; her strength will return with every passing day.”

      “And how many of those do we have?” Nathaniel asked softly. “I need her now…”

      Inara could hear the pain in his voice. He was worried about Alijah, as they all were, but a father’s concern for his son was magnitudes above theirs, even Inara’s. He needed the comfort of his wife.

      Steering the conversation away from such pain, Gideon said, “The days between our next battle with the orcs are indeed numbered. King Karakulak won’t stand for this defeat and he still commands a force considerable enough to pose a threat. We won today because of Malliath, but we can’t rely on him to return, let alone fight with us. We need to start preparing for—”

      “I want to see him,” Nathaniel interjected, his gaze never straying from Reyna.

      Gideon hesitated. “You want to see the orc king?”

      Inara shook her head and answered on her father’s behalf. “No, he wants to see Asher.”

      The Master Dragorn looked to Vighon. “Can you show us the way?”

      Vighon had them follow him into the hall, where a young man Inara knew to have the misfortune of being the northman’s squire was now running towards them.

      “Captain Vighon!” Ruban exclaimed three times before stopping in front of them, out of breath. “They took him!”

      Those three words had Inara clasping the hilt of her Vi’tari blade. “Someone has taken Asher?” she clarified.

      “Who took him where?” Vighon asked, grabbing the young man by the shoulders.

      Ruban took a much-needed breath. “The Iron… Lord Draqaro’s men. They took him to the dungeons!”

      Together, the group marched down to the dungeons, beneath the keep. They were a force to behold, with decades of war between them, the power of two dragons, and a dwarf who could crack stone with his forehead.

      The dungeons of Namdhor were gloomy, dank, and the last place Inara wanted to be after everything she had gone through. It was only hours ago that she had made the choice to sacrifice herself to prevent Malliath or Asher from hurting anyone else. Surviving such a feat had passed her by, Athis too, in the light of everything else.

      Seeing Arlon Draqaro at the end of the hall only made Inara despise him all the more. Backed by a handful of his branded thugs, the lord of Namdhor was peering between the bars of the last cell in the row.

      “Lord Draqaro…” Gideon began. The Master Dragorn, however, was unable to get another word out before Nathaniel pushed past and pressed himself to the bars.

      Inara could only imagine what it was like seeing him again, after so long. The last time he had been with Asher, the ranger had been in the pools of Naius, trapped by the enormous amount of magic flowing through him. In his final moments, he had gifted Nathaniel a portion of that power and granted him the life of an immortal. Then, he had died for them: for her parents, for Galanör, Gideon, Faylen, and even her grandmother, Adilandra.

      Now, lying perfectly still on a dirty cot, the hero of The War for the Realm had returned to them. It was surreal for all of them, but it was personal for her father. Asher had been Nathaniel’s friend.

      “Why is he locked up?” Vighon demanded.

      Arlon cocked an eyebrow. “This man was seen fighting Master Thorn, after he departed the same dragon that burned Lirian to the ground. He is an enemy of the realm, Captain Vighon. A cell is where he belongs.” The lord scrutinised Nathaniel. “You seem rather concerned for him, Ambassador Galfrey. Can you identify him?”

      “He’s a good man,” Nathaniel insisted. “And he shouldn’t be in a cell.”

      “His interrogation will tell us where he belongs,” Arlon replied, enjoying the power he wielded. “As soon as he wakes up that is.”

      Inara observed blood soaking the poor excuse for a mattress and dripping onto the floor. “He won’t ever wake up if we don’t see to his wounds!”

      Arlon took a moment to consider what should have been obvious. “Very well…” He signalled for the jailer to open the cell. “Only one may stay with the prisoner at any given time. We are still on a war footing. You will all observe the commands of the crown.”

      Gideon pursed his lips before conceding with a bow of the head. “We will observe Queen Yelifer’s commands, Lord Draqaro.”

      Arlon smiled wickedly. “Aid him if you must,” he remarked on his way out of the dungeon. “But, when he awakens, I will be the first to speak with him.”

      Inara happily watched the back of the snake disappear. “That you are related to him, Vighon, is truly baffling.”

      “Awful would be a better description,” the northman commented under his breath.

      Once inside Asher’s cell, Inara crouched by his side and checked the wound that was bleeding. It was in the exact same place relative to where she had stabbed Malliath with the Moonblade. It wasn’t a killing blow, but it would need seeing to sooner rather than later.

      Nathaniel stood over his old friend. “It’s really him,” he said absently. “The scars, the fang tattoo, even the stubble is the same. He’s just as he was in the pools of Naius. I can’t believe he’s really here.”

      “He hasn’t really been here,” Gideon added. “From the moment he was brought back, The Crow has kept his mind under a spell.”

      “Still,” Doran said, his arms thrown out, “it’s definitely ’im! I can’ believe me eyes!”

      “We can take it in turns to watch over him,” Inara suggested, aware that at least three of those present would want to be with Reyna.

      “I’ll take first watch,” Vighon volunteered.

      “Won’t your men want to celebrate the victory?” Galanör pointed out. “You will be in demand tonight.”

      Vighon shook his head, weary from head to foot. “There’s no victory to celebrate yet. Go. I’ll watch over him. I’ll send Ruban for you all as soon as he wakes.”

      Inara squeezed her father’s arm on the way out, ushering him to leave Asher. “I’ll send down any mages that can be spared.”

      “I’ll take a look at it,” Vighon replied. “You don’t spend three years with Alijah and not learn how to clean up a few wounds.”

      Doran gave the northman a wink. “I’ll ’ave a drink for ye, lad, don’ ye worry.”

      “And I will have one brought down for you,” Galanör added helpfully.

      Inara paused, the last one to leave. “Every time death loses its grip on you,” she told Vighon, “a victory is to be claimed. Don’t lose sight of your victories.”

      “Does this feel like we’ve won to you?” he countered. “We’re standing in Namdhor’s dungeon. The orcs have survived to fight us another day. Your mother is yet to wake and Alijah…” The northman lost his words.

      Inara could see that what Vighon really wanted was to be left alone. “We’re still here. You and me. That’s a win.” Leaving him with a warm smile and her words to think on, she walked away with musings of her own.

      Hope…

      That’s what she had really left him with. That’s what a Dragorn was supposed to do.
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      Deep in an irresistible slumber, Vighon Draqaro’s mind had become one of fire and ice. His flaming sword cut through the ash fall and he stumbled over the bodies mounting in the snow.

      The sound of men dying and orcs howling consumed him. He saw gnashing teeth and pale beasts as they slammed into the Namdhorian line. Soon, the bodies were mounted so high that a waterfall of blood trickled over the dead and turned the snow red.

      He was surrounded by death.

      An ear-splitting roar, worthy of a god, cracked the sky and the mountain of bodies was replaced by Malliath. The dragon turned on him, opened its deadly maw, and engulfed him in flames.

      He woke with a start, his hand falling to where his sword should be. After being doused in dragon’s fire, however, he had been forced to throw the blade away, the steel brittle.

      Standing in front of him, two mages shared a nervous look.

      Vighon wiped his face. “A bad dream,” he muttered.

      The taller of the mages offered, “We’ve got something for that if you’d like?”

      The northman ignored the mage’s reply and looked past them to Asher. “Is he alright?”

      The smaller one glanced back at the ranger. “He’ll be fine. He has plenty of injuries to be sure, but we’ve stitched that wound behind his ribs and given it a good clean.”

      “Stitched?” Vighon repeated. “Couldn’t you, I don’t know, heal it back together?”

      The taller mage appeared somewhat embarrassed. “We tried that first. It just won’t respond to our spells. Thankfully, it’s not a mortal wound!” he added with a beaming smile that didn’t belong in a dungeon.

      Vighon remained seated as the mages left, his eyes trained on Asher. The mountain of bodies he had seen in his nightmare came back to him. They hadn’t been orc bodies…

      If Asher really was the key to saving the world, Vighon wasn’t going to let him out of his sight. He might also be the only person in Illian who knew what had happened to Alijah. Vighon knew he would do terrible things for that information.

      “Is it really him?” Arlon’s voice surprised Vighon, but he maintained his position and didn’t flinch.

      “What are you talking about?” he asked.

      Arlon walked down the length of the cell, on the other side of the bars. “The legendary Asher…” he purred.

      Vighon frowned and stood up to face his father. Rather than ask a question, the northman simply narrowed his eyes at the lord of Namdhor.

      Arlon looked from Vighon back to Asher’s sleeping form. “I told you; I know everything that goes on in my city.”

      Vighon sighed. “The mages…”

      Arlon smirked. “They’ve been in and out of your chambers seeing to Ambassador Galfrey. You should be more careful with those loose lips. I taught you better, did I not?”

      “It is Asher,” Vighon said, wanting to get past it. “He was under the influence of magic, placed on him by the same person who fed you lies about a sun spell.” He enjoyed the sour expression that dominated Arlon’s face. “Inara broke The Crow’s spell,” he continued. “He’s not a threat anymore.”

      Arlon nodded along. “Broken, apparently, by an ancient weapon, a dagger forged in the mines of Vengora…”

      Vighon cursed the mages. “The Moonblade belongs to the Dragorn, as it was originally intended, eons past.”

      “It belongs to me!” Arlon snapped, his hand clasping the hilt of the silvyr sword of the north. “Those mines are under Namdhor’s control. Everything inside belongs to the crown! The very handle of the dagger is crafted from the bone of a fallen Namdhorian.” Arlon composed himself. “As a captain in my army, I command you to retrieve it for me.”

      “You can stick your command up your…” Vighon trailed off, his father’s words catching up to him. “Your army?”

      Arlon’s smile had an extra edge of wickedness to it. “The queen is dead!” He stepped back and threw his arms out dramatically. “Long live the king!”

      Vighon had a sinking feeling that continued down to the soles of his feet. There were no words that could describe the awful feeling that began to eat away at him.

      He cleared his throat and did his best to appear unaffected. “Shouldn’t you be running then?”

      Arlon shot him a quizzical look before understanding smoothed out his features. “You’re referring to Sir Borin the Dread. Yes, he had been a concern of mine. However…” Turning to his right, Arlon gestured down the corridor.

      Sir Borin guarded the entrance to the dungeon with his formidable sword in hand.

      Seeing the giant, known for his unwavering loyalty to Yelifer, Vighon wondered if his father really was as invincible as he boasted.

      “How?” the northman blurted.

      “I had nothing to do with the how,” Arlon replied cheerily. “Sir Borin is the creation of the war-witch herself. Yelifer cobbled the monstrosity together at the end of the civil war. Don’t ask me what he’s made of, though, having seen Yelifer’s work, I would say the better question is who he’s made of. It’s the spell that’s important, the magic that motivates him. You see, Sir Borin was never loyal to Yelifer, he’s loyal to the crown…”

      Vighon’s sinking feeling had turned into nausea. “You don’t have a crown.”

      Arlon adjusted his slicked back hair. “Not yet. A coronation so close to the battle and Yelifer’s death would seem… ill-timed. I am, however, the logical successor due to my title. Even the magic that binds him can see that.”

      Vighon gritted his teeth. “I’m not bowing to you,’ he stated flatly.

      Arlon polished the lion’s head with his thumb, drawing Vighon’s attention to the sword he had stolen. “You will,” he promised, his tone serious now. “Just as you will retrieve the Moonblade. Should you fail, Asher will never leave this cell, I can assure you of that.”

      Without waiting for a reply, King Arlon strode out of the dungeon with his new royal guard. Vighon pressed himself into the bars and watched them leave. Any energy he had recouped from his rest had been sapped by conversing with his father. He sighed and turned back to continue his watch.

      Asher was standing in front of him.

      Vighon opened his mouth but the ranger lunged forward and threw him into the wall, pinning him behind one arm. His bared teeth and startling blue eyes were quite the contrast, but his strength was undeniable.

      Then, he groaned, his firm hold became weak, and he fell to his knees in front of Vighon. His breath was ragged and he clawed at his head until a moment of clarity appeared to strike him.

      Asher looked up with revelation, his voice gruff. “I know how to win the war…”

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Coming Soon]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to the halfway point! Not only is Kingdom of Bones the middle book in this trilogy, but it’s also the halfway point in the entire saga (providing the last series is 3 books as I’ve planned).

      Writing the middle of any story, be it a trilogy or a 9 book saga, can be tricky. As the creator, you can get very excited about the explosion of events in the beginning that set everything off, and the culmination of everything at the end of the last book. The middle has the potential to be a bit of a slog.

      Well, I’m happy to say I’ve loved writing this book and especially this trilogy! I’ve enjoyed blending old and new characters, weaving them all into a tale fit for the saga. My initial fear was the balancing act required to give old and new their fair share of the story, but I feel the characters managed to blend themselves together without the puppeteering hands of the author.

      For those of you who bought earlier versions of The Fall of Neverdark, you will know that this book was originally advertised as ‘Age of Ruin’. I was about halfway through writing this book when the third book began to really take shape in my mind and I knew exactly what was to come. With this in mind, the titles began to jar with me.

      Being a self-publisher, I have the power to make these kind of changes without a lot of red tape. If you’ve come this far, you know now that book 3 will be called ‘Age of the King’. You can see my dilemma with the original title for this book. For those of you who bought later versions or simply updated the book on your kindle, the last couple of paragraphs have been pointless waffle. Sorry!

      Back to Kingdom of Bones. This is my 9th book ever written and though I feel it is my best one yet, it certainly offered more of a challenge than any before it. I’m talking specifically about Alijah’s chapters: the lessons. That kind of emotional and mental torture is something I’ve never written before. Though gruesome, physical torture is easy to write since it’s all about pain - stabby stabby etc. But, breaking someone down mentally in a bid to rebuild them into something else was quite troublesome.

      I listened to ‘Evey Reborn’, by Dario Marianelli from the ‘V for Vendetta’ soundtrack, on repeat while writing those sections. As I’ve stated before, I always listen to music when I write, and I found that track the only one moving enough to bring the story out in me. Side note - for you Spotify folks, there’s an Echoes of Fate album made by yours truly with all the tracks and songs that have inspired me thus far. Check it out!

      Regarding Alijah’s lessons, I hope you were all happy with his chapters and indeed his story arc as I myself met them with both trepidation and excitement. I’ll say no more on Alijah and his part in the story. I hate spoilers!

      I know a lot of fans will be pleased with Asher’s return though, again, you’re going to have to wait for the next book to see him swing that broadsword of his. Having made a decent start on ‘Age of the King’, I’m loving his POV again! It’s been too long since I thought like Asher. I’ve enjoyed the slow burn on his return to the books. It would have been so easy to have brought him back and gone, ‘there he is, no bother’. His return required an important part of this trilogy, befitting his heroism and death in ‘Relic of the Gods’.

      As a side note, because I love those, I have plans to write a series of books, a chronicles of sorts, when this whole saga is complete. It will detail Asher’s 14 years as a ranger, leading right up to where we meet him in ‘Rise of the Ranger’, taking the job in Whistle Town. I’m excited for these stories to reach people, but I’m devoted to telling this saga in its entirety before moving on. You can expect this Christmas time 2020. Until then, I’ve got 4 more books to write!

      This is the first time Erador has been explained since its brief mention in The Fall of Neverdark. The continent in question has been drawn by myself and brought to life by BodiDog Design, but its reveal will have to wait until the next trilogy. I love exploring this world through the characters and finding new places that even I didn’t know were there. If you follow me on Instagram, you might get a sneak preview as I post the drawing I did before my graphic designer got his hands on it.

      The inspiration to grow the world actually came from an interview I watched with George R.R. Martin. He said something along the lines of, ‘the map grows as the story grows and I discover new places’. I remember looking at the map of Verda (hanging on my living room wall) and thinking, ‘I wonder if there’s places I haven’t been to yet?’ In that regard, these books are as much of a journey for me as they are for the readers.

      Another addition to The Echoes lore is the Moonblades. It’s always great to add to the history of the world, especially during The Great War between the orcs and the alliance of elves and dwarves. It’s a period in time that hasn’t had much light shone on it, yet it was a turning point, ushering in the official Second Age.

      I don’t know much about forging real weapons, but I was fascinated by the thought of how elves make them. Being more in tune with nature, it felt like the act of just hammering over an anvil was too dwarf-like. That’s when the idea of singing came to me, like they do with the trees. Also, I love the idea of a blade that isn’t made from steel, bone or obsidian, and since the market for laser swords has been captured, I went with magic opal.

      One of my favourite parts in ‘Kingdom of Bones’ was bringing back the sword of the north. I wrote about it way back in ‘Rise of the Ranger’ during a conversation. Between Nathaniel and the Lord Marshal. At the time, I remember thinking the sword had a lot of historical significance, but there was just no way to fit it into the first three stories. It’s the only thing I’ll be bringing back from the first trilogy, but you’ll have to wait for the next book…

      Don’t worry if you felt there wasn’t enough from the dwarves; I’m not done with Dhenaheim yet. The third book promises to be a grand finale to this trilogy as well as a great stepping stone into the final chapter of the saga, Echoes of… Well, you’re going to have to wait for that too, Im afraid.

      I’m still a self-publisher so, as always, I ask that you leave a review. Around one percent of all those who read the books leave a review and I love you all for it. They are unbelievably helpful when it comes to convincing people that parting with a couple of pounds or dollars is worth it for the story I’m trying to tell. I read all of them and I also appreciate the time taken to write them.

      If you want to stay updated on all of my future releases please like and follow my Facebook page and Instagram, both of which can be found by searching for PhilipCQuaintrell. I’ve got a website under development which promises to delve even deeper into Verda with lots of interesting facts and images - I’ll keep you posted.

      Until the next time…
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      Dwarven Hierarchy:

      

      1. Battleborns - Ruled by King Uthrad, son of Koddun. Domain: Silvyr Hall.

      

      2. Stormshields - Ruled by King Gandalir, son of Bairn. Domain: Hyndaern.

      

      3. Heavybellys - Ruled by King Dorain, son of Dorryn. Domain: Grimwhal.

      

      4. Hammerkegs - Ruled by King Torgan, son of Dorald. Domain: Nimduhn.

      

      5. Goldhorns - Ruled by King Thedomir, son of Thaldurum. Domain: Khaldarim.

      

      6. Brightbeards - Ruled by King Gaerhard, son of Hermon. Domain: Bhan Doral.
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        * * *

      

      Orcish Hierarchy:

      

      1. The Born Horde - Ruled by Karakulak, Chieftain of the Born Horde, Bone Lord of The Under Realm, and king of the orcs.

      

      2. The Berserkers - Ruled by Chieftain Warhg the terrible.

      

      3. The Big Bastards - Ruled by Chieftain Barghak the mountain-maker.

      

      4. The Grim Stalkers - Ruled by Chieftain Lurg the unseen.

      

      5. The Fallen - Ruled by Chieftain Orlaz the devastator.

      

      6. The Savage Daggers - Ruled by Chieftain Raz-ak the swift.

      

      7. The Steel Caste - Ruled by Chieftain Grul the unbearable.

      

      8. The Bone Breakers - Ruled by Chieftain Dugza the marrow drinker.

      

      9. The Mountain Fist - Ruled by Chieftain Golm the fiend-slayer
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        * * *

      

      Kingdoms of Illian:

      

      1. Alborn (eastern region) - Ruled by King Rayden of house Marek. Capital city: Velia. Other Towns and Cities: Palios, Galosha, and Barossh.

      

      2. The Arid Lands (southern region) - Ruled by the elected High Council. Capital city: Tregaran. Other Towns and Cities: Ameeraska and Calmardra.

      

      3. The Ice Vales (western region) - Ruled by King Jormund of house Orvish. Capital city: Grey Stone. Other Towns and Cities: Bleak, Kelp Town, and Snowfell.

      

      4. Orith (northern region) - Ruled by Queen Yelifer of house Skalaf. Capital city: Namdhor. Other Towns and Cities: Skystead, Dunwich, Darkwell, and Longdale.

      

      5. Felgarn (central region) - Ruled by King Weymund of house Harg. Capital city: Lirian. Other Towns and Cities: Vangarth, Wood Vale, and Whistle Town.

      

      6. Dragorn (island nation off The Shining Coast to the east) - Ruled by the three crime families; the Fenrigs, the Yarls, and the Danathors.
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        * * *

      

      Other significant locations:

      

      Elandril (northern Ayda) - Ruled by Queen Adilandra of house Sevari. The heart of the elven nation.

      

      The Lifeless Isles (south of Dragorn) - An archipelago and home to the dragons and the Dragorn.

      

      Korkanath (an island east of Velia) - The most prestigious school for magic.

      

      Stowhold (an island north of Korkanath) - The headquarters of Illian’s largest bank.

      

      Syla’s Gate (south of The arid Lands) - Entrance to The Undying Mountains.

      

      The Tower of Dragons’ Reach (south of Velia) - The meeting place for all the rulers of Illian and the Dragorn.

      

      Ilythyra (in the The moonlit Plains) - Governed by Lady Ellöria of house Sevari. Home to a small population of elves from Elandril.

      

      Paldora’s Fall (inside The Undying Mountains) - The impact site of Paldora’s Star, a well of powerful magic.
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        * * *

      

      Significant Wars: Chronologically

      

      The First War - Fought during The Pre-Dawn (before elvish-recoded history). King Atilan started a war with the first Dragon Riders in the hopes of uncovering their source of immortality. The war brought an end to Atilan’s reign and his entire kingdom.

      

      The Great War - Fought during the First Age, around 5,000 years ago. The only recorded time in history that elves and dwarves have united. They fought against the orcs with the help of the Dragorn, the first elvish dragon riders. This war ended the First age.

      

      The Dark War - Fought during the Second Age, around 1,000 years ago. Considered the elvish civil war. Valanis, the dark elf, tried to take over Illian in the name of the gods. This war ended the Second Age.

      

      The Dragon War - Fought in the beginning of the Third Age, only a few years after The Dark War. The surviving elves left Illian for Ayda’s shores, fleeing any more violence. Having emerged from The Wild Moores, the humans, under King Gal Tion’s rule, went to war with the dragons over their treasure. This saw the exile of the surviving dragons and the beginning of human dominance over Illian.

      

      The War for the Realm - The most recent war of the Third age, fought 30 years ago. The return of Valanis saw the world plunged back into war and the re-emergence of the Dragorn. Gideon Thorn became the first human to bond with a dragon in recorded history. Valanis was killed by the ranger, Asher, who died in their final battle.

      

      The Northern Civil War - In the wake of The War for the Realm, the north, under the ruling city of Namdhor, was left without its king, Merkaris Tion. In the vacuum that followed, the lords and great families fell into civil war over the throne. The war lasted nearly twenty years and ended with Yelifer, of house Skalaf, seated on the throne.
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