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Prologue
The darkness didn’t just take hold of Lorik and pull him into the secret chamber, it flooded into his broken body like water into desert sand. There was strength and power in the dark magic, but also pain. Lorik felt his body growing, transforming. The pain in his dislocated shoulders was so excruciating that he bellowed, his voice echoing in the cave-like interior of the secret room, but contained there by the darkness. It was a large space, big enough to absorb his pain, so that no one in the castle heard Lorik’s cries.
His shoulders and arms grew heavy with muscle, the skin stretching tight so that every detail became visible. It took several moments of agonizing, torturous pain, but at last his shoulders popped back into their sockets. The severed muscle in his left arm knit itself back together, leaving a horrible scar but becoming fully functional and stronger than before. The wound on his leg healed as well, but his hands were too broken to repair. The dark magic absorbed his ruined hands. Lorik felt as though he were being eaten alive. Stone was barely breathing as he lay at Lorik’s feet. Then he too was screaming.
Lorik had no idea how much time passed, but eventually the pain faded. The magic was alive, with a mind of its own, but it did not force its will onto Lorik. Instead, it was like a friend, whispering in his ear, reveling in the power they shared together. His self-torment fed the dark magic, made it thrum with power, which it gave to Lorik to use however he chose. In his tortured mind, he remembered what the Drery Dru had told him about magic. That he was destined to rule and that magic was the sign of his royal right to take the throne. He wondered why he had resisted the dark magic in the secret dungeon for so long. His body felt strong again, and he could feel the magical power coursing through him from head to toe. 
When Lorik looked down, he had hands again, not flesh and blood, but hands just the same. Hands that didn’t ache from having every bone smashed by a torturer’s hammer. Hands that could move and flex, open and clench. Gloves covered his new hands and forearms, and armor now covered his body. It was black, wrapping around his massive shoulders but leaving his arms bare. Tall boots now covered his feet, and a thick leather belt was wrapped around his waist. A snug helmet covered his head and protected his face. The armor was made from the dark magic, just as his hands were. The darkness had become tangible, physical objects of great power, and all that was lacking were his swords.
The darkness had muted Lorik’s physical pain, but there was still a raging fury in his heart. Vera was dead, killed by a murderous king and aided by Queen Issalyn. Lorik’s lover had not only betrayed him, she had betrayed the best friends Lorik had ever known. Vera was innocent, her only crime was speaking up for Lorik, and his guilt over her death fed the darkness inside him, which in turn fed his own anger until it was red hot and out of control. His fury was unleashed in another blood-chilling bellow, but this time the secret chamber and the dark magic it concealed did nothing to hinder the sound. Lorik’s rage-filled scream echoed up from the dungeon and into the castle, but it wasn’t time for vengeance, not yet.
No sound from outside the secret chamber reached Lorik, but he could sense the soldiers in the dungeon as they came to investigate the strange cry that had echoed through the castle. He could sense them with the dark magic that felt more a part of him every moment. It was almost as if he could smell their fear. He was drawn to it, the darkness inside him reveling in the fact that he had caused it. They were searching for him now that they had found his prison cell empty. There was a frantic nature to the search; their need to find him was almost as strong as their need to survive. He couldn’t help but chuckle at their consternation. He had slipped through their fingers, and they had no illusions about what he would do. It was only a matter of time before Lorik took his revenge.
The entire city had turned against him, mocking him, calling for his death. They had been like wild animals, worked into a frenzy by the idea of an entertaining spectacle of violence. It made no difference that he was innocent, that he had in fact saved the kingdom, or that the man sitting on the throne wasn’t even from their own country. The fat King Yettlebor had given away the kingdom to mercenaries who were loyal only to the money that Yettlebor took from a treasury he had no right to. He bought loyalty and secured his reign with blood, but nothing could protect him from Lorik.
Stone was too far gone to save, Lorik knew that. His friend had been mortally wounded; the arrow shot at him by the mercenary named Ulber had pierced his spine. He had been bleeding internally, and his grip on Lorik’s arm had grown weaker and weaker as Lorik dragged him to the secret room. Stone had fallen unconscious at Lorik’s feet when the darkness had taken the young warrior, consuming him and empowering him at the same time. Stone was gone, and in his place was Spector, a wraith. His body was nothing more than black smoke. Only his shoulders and head remained, and they were shrouded in the same black smoke like a beggar’s cowl. In his hands were his trademark weapons, the matched pair of deadly knives, and there was nothing incorporeal about them. They were honed steel, razor sharp, and hungry for blood.
Lorik felt the fury pouring off his friend as he rose up into their air, snaking around Lorik’s huge body, as they prepared to take their revenge. Spector’s voice was much deeper than before, and menacing in a way that sent a chill through Lorik. His friend hadn’t just taken the shape of a vengeful spirit; his anger was real.
“It’s your fault she’s dead,” Spector accused.
“I know,” Lorik said.
“You failed.”
“I failed you both.”
“I want the cowardly king’s blood.”
“It is yours to take,” Lorik said.
“I shall never forgive you.”
“I don’t expect you to.”
The door to the secret room burst open, the rock shattering into a thousand shards. Lorik discovered that he could see in the dark, even though the dungeon was deep underground. He heard the terrified whines of the half-crazed prisoners. The dark magic fed off the fear around him, making Lorik feel invincible.
He turned toward the spiral staircase that led up into the castle. He could sense the desperation of the people searching the royal fortress for him. There was a maelstrom of activity that bordered on panic. It was exactly the right atmosphere for Lorik’s revelation. He would ascend the stairs, but in reality he was ascending to the throne. Taking his rightful place as King of Ortis. He only needed to kill a few people first. Then he could rest. Perhaps revenge would quiet his tortured soul.




Chapter 1
Zollin couldn’t stop looking at the sky. It was so blue it made his heart ache a little after being in the dark caverns of the dwarves for so long. It was bitterly cold as they flew toward Orrock, but as long as Zollin stayed low, hunched down close to Ferno’s back, he could feel the heat radiating off the muscular green dragon. It was Zollin’s favorite time of the year. The ground far below them was littered with multicolored leaves, and the air seemed to whisper that snow would soon be on the way.
Yet even with so many things to be happy about, Zollin felt a desperation that he had never experienced before. He had been heartbroken in the past, and he had faced almost certain death, but Brianna’s absence left him with a sense that something was desperately wrong. And although he knew what he needed to fix his problem, he had no idea how to find Brianna. He knew that helping the dwarves had been the right thing to do; in fact they needed even more help. He planned to do all he could for them, but he also regretted that he’d let Brianna leave. He should have said more, should have told her how much she meant to him, but he'd been too prideful. Her need to be on her own dredged up painful memories for Zollin and made him feel insecure.
His first priority was to find her, and although he wasn’t sure how long he’d been down in the caverns, he hoped he might find her in Orrock. They had been been planning to go to the capital to tell Brianna’s parents about her pregnancy. He hoped she might still be there, or at least have left word of where she was going next.
It took Zollin two days to reach Orrock. He had left the caverns around midday, and Zollin had insisted they stop at nightfall. Even flying on Ferno’s back, the trip from the edge of the highlands to Orrock took nearly fourteen hours, and with winter coming on, there simply wasn’t enough time in the day to make the trip before sundown. Ferno had no trouble flying at night, but Zollin needed the warmth of the sun to make the freezing temperatures tolerable.
Orrock was a large city, built near the Tillamook River. It had been a fortress, then a trade center, before eventually becoming the capital of Yelsia, the largest of the Five Kingdoms. Zollin couldn’t help but wonder what was happening in the other kingdoms to the south, especially Osla and Falxis, since most of the populations of those countries had been mutated by the witch’s scorpion-tailed monsters. Exploring those lands had been the purpose of the trip, but with Brianna striking out on her own, Zollin’s priorities had changed. He and Ferno circled the city, taking note of the newly rebuilt battlements on the main city walls, but seeing no sign of Sorva, which probably meant that Brianna was not in Orrock either. Zollin had to remind himself that the black dragon might be out hunting or simply waiting for Brianna outside of the city.
“Take us down,” Zollin called to Ferno. “Land on the watchtower.”
Ferno sent back a mental image of soldiers on the tower, pointing up at them. The dragon’s eyesight was so sharp that it could make out small animals on the ground when it was flying high in the air. Zollin could see the buildings and even some movement on the city streets, but nothing was clear.
“They’ll make way for us,” Zollin said.
Ferno growled. Other than Brianna and Zollin, the dragons didn’t trust humans very much. In many ways humans were strange to dragons, who were genderless and didn’t mate or procreate like other animals. They were highly intelligent creatures, and Ferno had saved Zollin’s life more than once, but he still had to remind himself that Brianna’s pride of dragons were barely more than a year old. Most of what the dragons knew of humans came from helping Zollin and Brianna in the Witch’s War. The dragons had lost members of their pride in that war, but Ferno was fiercely loyal to Zollin, and the dragon was like a close friend to the wizard.
Ferno circled slowly as he descended. The soldiers on the tall watchtower slowly came into focus for Zollin. They weren’t armed, and when it became clear that Ferno intended to land on the tower, they went back down the steps that led into the castle. Ferno’s massive wings caught the wind like the sails of a ship, and they glided to a gentle landing. Zollin could see people in the streets pointing up in wonder at the huge green beast.
“You’re famous,” Zollin said.
Ferno roared loudly, stretching the long green neck and spreading the massive wings.
“You should go hunting,” Zollin said. “I’ll be here for the rest of the day at least. You can meet me back here tomorrow morning. And try not to steal anyone’s livestock.”
Ferno shook its horned head almost like a horse and growled deep in its thick chest. Zollin patted Ferno on the neck, then slipped down onto the watchtower. He had to stretch his own back and flex his knees; then he went down the stone steps that led into the castle. One of the soldiers was waiting for him.
“Master Zollin?” the man said.
“Yes, I was hoping that Brianna might have come here. She would have been on a black dragon.”
“No, my lord. You’re the only dragon rider we’ve seen.”
“That’s too bad,” Zollin said, hoping that perhaps Brianna left Sorva where the dragon wouldn’t be seen in the city and made the rest of the trip on foot so as not to draw attention to herself.
“Well, I have business in town,” Zollin said. “Ferno will be hunting, so the watchtower is all yours.”
“Yes, my lord. But we’ve orders from King Hausey. He wants to see you.”
“Oh, all right. Lead the way then.”
The soldier nodded and then started off down the long winding staircase that was built into the inside wall of the circular watchtower. The castle in Orrock was a simple structure, built for utility, not grandeur. Yelsia was the largest of the Five Kingdoms, but not the most populated and certainly not the wealthiest. The people who had built the city of Orrock centuries in the past had favored function over form, even in the king’s own residence.
When they reached the third floor of the castle, the circular stairs ended, and the tower opened up into a large hallway. The third floor was the royal residence and the place where the king did most of his work overseeing the kingdom. Zollin was led to a room with two strong wooden doors. Horses were carved into the wood in a beautiful relief that Zollin remembered from his previous visits to the castle. The doors were propped open, and Zollin could see King Hausey at his desk near the fireplace. The grizzled commander had lost most of his hair over the last year and what was left was a dirty-looking gray. There were deep lines around his eyes, and his desk was covered in parchments. The king was looking at one of the scrolls through a magnifying glass.
“I’ll go blind trying to read all these reports,” King Hausey growled. “If I’d known how much reading was involved in ruling a kingdom, I would have turned you down last year.”
“You look up to the challenge,” Zollin said. “It’s good to see you again, my liege.”
“We can dispense with all that,” Hausey said, getting up from his desk and stretching. “Being king has made me soft. I hardly have the time to ride anymore and I’ve grown accustomed to being near a warm fire.”
“Well, don’t take up riding dragons,” Zollin said. “You’ll freeze to death if they don’t forget you’re there and roast you with their fiery breath.”
“I’ll leave the dragons to you.”
The two men shook hands. Zollin was glad he hadn’t accepted the crown when it was his for the taking. He preferred a simple life. He was happiest when he was tinkering in his workshop, but that life seemed to be slipping from his grasp. He enjoyed being out in the open, traveling through the Five Kingdoms, but he had hoped their excursion would be a leisurely one, and it was turning out to be much more frantic than he had expected.
“What brings you to Orrock?” the king asked.
“Brianna and I are traveling through the kingdoms,” Zollin explained. “We had hoped to learn what was taking place in Falxis and Osla — perhaps even in Ortis. But there was trouble with the dwarves, and I had to help them. Brianna has gone on ahead of me.”
“I see. What kind of trouble are the dwarves experiencing?”
“For one, their warriors never returned after the war. You don’t know what happened to them, by any chance?”
“No,” the king said. “I was focused on our own troops and maintaining order with Prince Willam gone. They may have been overrun.”
“That is possible, and I intend to find out for certain if I can, but in the meantime, the dwarves that stayed behind have been struggling. It seems strange creatures are roaming through the mountains and even Peddingar Forest.”
“We’ve heard a few things about the forest, but then we’re always hearing outlandish tales. To be honest, your dragon is the most exotic creature we’ve seen.”
“Well, that’s good, I suppose. The dwarves under the mountains haven’t been as fortunate. I was just on my way to visit with Brianna’s parents before I set off again first thing in the morning. I hope I didn’t overstep my bounds by landing on the watchtower.”
“Of course not. In fact, I would like you to be my guest at dinner this evening. Bring your family — they are more than welcome here. It will be a quiet affair, no pomp and circumstance, but the food is good, I assure you.”
“I’m honored,” Zollin said, feeling his stomach tighten. He knew the invitation wasn’t simply to catch up. King Hausey was a good man, and in most circumstances Zollin would happy to help him in any way he could, but at the moment he didn’t want anything that might slow him down in his search for Brianna.
“Good, I won’t keep you any longer. I’ll see you this evening.”
“I look forward to it,” Zollin said, hoping he sounded sincere.
The guard escorted Zollin out of the castle. He knew the way and didn’t need an escort, but things had changed in Orrock since Hausey had become king. Security was much tighter than when Felix ruled. There were fewer people in the castle, and most of those were confined to the ground floor. The soldier seemed happy having a fellow warrior for a king, even if Hausey’s new duties were taking him far away from the training ground or the battlefield. The new king was focused on bringing the kingdom back to prominence, and it seemed that the people around him were fully invested in the work he had started.
The castle at Orrock had its own wall, and the space between the castle and the wall was usually very busy. As Zollin walked out of the castle, he was surprised to see how spartan the area had become. There were soldiers on duty, but no one else. Zollin had fought a magical battle in the courtyard directly in front of the castle, but there was no evidence of that conflict. The open space was clear of all debris, making it a proper killing field around the castle. If the castle were to come under attack, arrows and projectiles would stop anyone who managed to get over the wall or into the gate as they tried to cross the empty space around the castle.
Zollin made his way quickly across to the gatehouse and entered the city proper. Orrock, like most of the major cities in the Five Kingdoms, had a defensive wall that surrounded it. The streets were paved with cobblestones, and most of the structures were stone buildings with red tile rooftops. The city was cleaner than Zollin had ever seen it. There were very few animals in the city now, and Zollin guessed that Hausey had passed laws limiting animals inside the city walls. There were all the usual businesses to be found in a large city. Inns and taverns served food, drinks, and entertainment. There was an open market, with booths and stalls for vendors, but there were also shops where the more established tradesmen worked and sold their goods.
Brianna’s father was a tailor, and it only took asking a few people to locate the small shop where he worked. It was a pleasant-looking building, with thick posts just outside the door that supported an awning of purple cloth. In Tranaugh Shire, Brianna’s father made goods for everyone, but since coming to Orrock, it seemed he was focused on more exclusive clientele. Above the first floor was what Zollin presumed to be living quarters. He took a deep breath before opening the door to the shop at street level, steeling himself for the reception he knew was coming from Brianna’s mother. She had not been happy when Zollin turned down the throne of Yelsia, nor did she approve of a wizard as her son-in-law.
The shop seemed empty at first, but then Estry, Brianna’s father, stepped out from behind a large rack of colorful bolts of cloth. His face broke into a smile when he saw Zollin, and he stepped forward quickly with his arms open wide.
“Zollin!” he cried. “It’s good to see you. What a pleasant surprise.”
“Thank you,” Zollin said, as his father-in-law pulled him into a tight embrace.
Estry was thin; his hair was dark and slicked back over his head with a fragrant cream that held every hair in place. He was dressed in well made but conservative clothing, with a blue tailor’s apron that covered the front of his clothes. He pulled back and looked at Zollin.
“You look well, but perhaps a bit pale,” Estry said.
“I haven’t seen much sun lately.”
“How is your father? And Mansel? Tell me everything. Where is Brianna?”
“She hasn’t come by here?” Zollin asked.
“No,” Estry said, a look of concern pinching the skin across his forehead. “What is wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong. We split up, and I thought she was coming here.”
“You split up?”
“Not permanently,” Zollin said. “I had to the help the dwarves, and she went on without me. We were flying south with some dragons before the baby came—”
“Baby? You’re going to have a baby?”
Zollin cursed himself silently for letting their news slip. He hadn’t been sure if he should tell Brianna’s family without her, but now it was too late.
“Yes,” Zollin said, unable to keep a grin from breaking out across his face. “We’re having a baby.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful news. Just wonderful. Priam! Come down here. Zollin is here, with news!”
Zollin’s stomach tightened. Even though Estry was overjoyed at the good news, Zollin knew Brianna’s mother would not be as happy. Priam tended to be happy only about things that benefited her. Zollin was almost certain she would not be excited about the idea of becoming a grandmother.
“We must celebrate,” Estry said. “Stay here. I’ll bring wine.”
Zollin did his best to stay calm as he waited. In truth, he would have preferred to leave the city and go in search of Brianna. He felt like he was wasting time, but he had told Ferno that he would be busy until the next morning, and he had promised the king that he would dine in the castle that evening. So he resigned himself to staying put.
Estry disappeared upstairs and came back a few moments later with his wife in tow. Priam was a very proper person, who believed strongly in appearances. She came down the stairs in a silky dress that seemed a little too formal for meeting Zollin in her husband’s workshop. She smiled at Zollin, but he could tell it was forced. Her eyes remained severe and disapproving.
“Zollin,” she said. “How lovely to see you.”
“And you, Lady Priam. I hope you are well.”
She offered her cheek, and he kissed it quickly, then moved out of arm’s reach. Estry poured three small cups of wine and gave one to Zollin.
“Share your news,” Estry urged Zollin.
“Brianna and I are having a baby,” Zollin said.
Priam’s eyebrow rose, but her body language said that she wasn’t happy. Her shoulders stiffened, and her hands gripped the small cup of wine until her knuckles turned white. Zollin didn’t know if she was bothered by the fact that his announcement made her feel older or if she simply couldn’t stand for good things to happen to anyone but her.
“That is wonderful,” she said. “I take it you’ll be moving here so we can see our grandchild grow up.”
“Well, no,” Zollin said. “We haven’t even talked about that.”
“To a healthy child and mother,” Estry said, raising his cup.
They drank the toast, and Zollin was impressed with the tailor’s wine. It was very good, better than anything he’d gotten in the Great Valley over the past year. He realized that there were benefits to being in a less remote part of the kingdom.
“Where is Brianna?” Estry asked.
“She has gone ahead of me,” Zollin said. “We wanted to travel to the southern kingdoms before the baby came. She and Sorva must have decided not to stop until she was returning to Yelsia.”
“Sorva?” Priam asked.
“Her dragon,” Zollin said.
Priam didn’t bother to hide the look of disgust that crossed her face. Zollin guessed that even riding a horse was beneath Priam’s dignity.
“Well,” Zollin said, “I should tell you that King Hausey has invited us all to dine with him this evening. I hope you can attend.”
“If the king has summoned us, we shall obey,” Priam said, showing signs of excitement for the first time since she’d come downstairs. “I need to get ready and prepare the girls. Estry, make sure Zollin has clothing that speaks of his station. We don’t want to make a poor impression on our new king.”
“I don’t think King Hausey puts much stock into appearances,” Zollin said.
“Nonsense. We must always do our utmost to make a good impression.”
“I have something for you,” Estry said excitedly. “I think you’ll like it, too.”
Estry began rummaging through his shop as Priam went back upstairs. Zollin could hear her shouting to Brianna’s sisters in an almost frantic voice. He closed his eyes and drank the rest of his wine, wishing that the night would somehow pass more quickly.




Chapter 2
Zollin was dressed in thick woolen pants that were tucked into his newly polished boots. He wore a loose-fitting linen shirt that tied at the sleeves. Estry had wanted Zollin to wear a silk sash, but he refused. Instead he wore a plain leather belt. The afternoon had been spent with his father-in-law as Zollin relayed the meager news there was to share from the Great Valley. It made Zollin miss Quinn, who never had any trouble passing the time with small talk. Zollin, on the other hand, felt awkward. He offered to pay for the new clothes that Estry had given him, but the tailor refused.
They came to the castle and were escorted into a small room off the main feasting hall. It was a warm room, with a crackling fire already burning brightly in a small hearth. A round table was set with places for eight people. Zollin had come with Brianna’s mother, father, and three sisters. That meant there was a place set for one more person, and Zollin wondered who it could possibly be. King Hausey had no queen, at least not that Zollin knew of. He was certain that Priam was hoping to offer one of her daughters to the new ruler, despite the fact that the king was at least as old as their father.
Wine was served as Zollin and his in-laws took their seats. The wine was good, but Zollin only sipped at his crystal goblet, wanting to ensure that he had a clear head. When the door opened a short while later, Zollin was pleased to see that King Hausey wore no accruements of his office. He may have been king, but at heart he was still a soldier, preferring to keep things simple.
What Zollin wasn’t prepared for was the person who came in behind Hausey. He looked different from the last time Zollin had seen him, but the bald head and milky eye were unmistakable. Branock the wizard of the Torr had returned.
Zollin was already on his feet, but instantly he raised a magical shield between himself and the other wizard. Branock looked at Zollin with an intensity that seemed almost hostile, but he didn’t speak. King Hausey seemed oblivious to the tension between the two wizards.
“Master Zollin, I believe you know my counselor, Branock of Yelsia.”
“Why is he here?” Zollin asked.
“Zollin, please,” Branock said in a soothing voice. “Can we not put the past behind us? Let bygones be bygones as they say.”
“I assure you that Branock has only the kingdom’s best interests in mind,” King Hausey said. “He has offered his services to Yelsia, and I have found his counsel to be sound. Now sit down, both of you.”
“My lord, I respectfully decline,” Zollin said. “I cannot pretend that this villainous wretch didn’t kidnap Brianna and try to kill me multiple times.”
“My liege, if I may,” Branock said. “Zollin, you are right about me. I was under the control of the master of the Torr. He was a powerful wizard, and I had no choice but to obey him. Yet you freed me of my evil master’s control when you slew Offendorl and defeated his witch. I am forever grateful and beg your forgiveness for my past crimes.”
“Ah, there we are,” Hausey said. “You don’t have to like each other to work together. Now sit, both of you.”
Branock bowed—he was as dramatic as ever—then sat. Estry and Priam looked at Zollin, waiting to see what he would do. Estry looked frightened, but Priam was glaring at Zollin, almost daring him to ruin her evening with the king.
“Much has changed,” Zollin said, sitting down slowly.
“Indeed,” Hausey said. “And there is still much to be done. I know that you have no desire to stay in Yelsia and serve as the high wizard. That is your choice. But we cannot pretend that magic doesn’t exist. We cannot let ourselves be swept away because we aren’t prepared. Yelsia needs a wizard; Branock can be that person.”
“No kingdom needs a wizard,” Zollin said.
“Would you have us consolidate our power as the Torr did?” Branock asked. “I thought you were opposed to such control.”
“This isn’t about control or power,” Zollin argued. “The danger has passed. We should be reaching out to help the other kingdoms, not building our defenses.”
“I disagree,” Branock said. “Unless you are proposing that we expand our kingdoms’s reach. The southern kingdoms attacked Yelsia. Now they have paid the price for their folly, and it is only right that we extend our influence.”
“If they were fools for attacking other kingdoms, would we not be fools for attacking them?”
“There is no one left to attack,” Branock said. “But expansion is not my decision to make. I serve at the pleasure of the king.”
“Branock will serve us to repay his debt to Yelsia as best he can. Not everything the Torr fomented against us was his fault, but his skills can be useful. He will be here in Orrock, where his counsel and skills will be utilized for the good of all our people. Now, I insist that we set aside our differences and move forward in a spirit of cooperation.”
Zollin didn’t reply, and Priam took the opportunity to introduce her daughters to the king. Hausey was polite but not necessarily charming. It was obvious that he wasn’t used to entertaining guests. Zollin supposed that he was much more comfortable in a room full of soldiers than hosting a dinner with Priam and her daughters.
Branock, on the other hand, was charming and polite. He asked the girls questions and listened as Priam talked about their prospects for marriage. Hausey focused on his dinner. Zollin noticed that the king had put on weight. The servants brought in a platter of roasted venison, along with more side dishes than the eight of them could hope to eat. It was a small feast, but lavish enough. The only thing Hausey consumed in moderation was the wine.
Once the meal was finished, Estry thanked the king for everything and rose to leave. He invited Zollin to stay with them for the night, but Hausey insisted that Zollin stay in the castle.
“Rooms have already been arranged for Zollin,” Hausey said. “And we have much to discuss, I’m afraid. But thank you for make our evening meal … pleasant.”
“It was our great pleasure,” Priam said.
Zollin saw her pressing Danella, her second oldest daughter, forward. She was about the same age as Brianna had been when they fled Tranaugh Shire two years ago, Zollin guessed. She bowed, leaning forward just enough that her dress gaped open above her chest. Zollin had no doubt it was a calculated move taught to her by her mother. And for a moment Hausey was drawn into the trap. Zollin felt a little embarrassed for his sister-in-law. He didn’t think she needed seductive tricks to catch a man’s attention. Brianna’s sisters were all attractive and would have no trouble finding husbands when they were ready, but their mother wanted more than just good men for her daughters. She wanted to marry them to men who would elevate her own importance, and who better to do that than a king?
“It was lovely to have your daughters lighten up this dreary castle,” Branock said. “We shall have you back very soon, if I may be so bold.”
Zollin saw Branock nudge Hausey, who nodded as he looked away from Danella with an almost guilty expression on his face.
“Of course, that would be nice,” he managed to say.
Estry seemed oblivious to everything around him. He was a happy man who never saw anything but the good in others. Priam smiled, knowing that she had planted a seed that might grow into a great boon for her family. She would gladly give her daughter to the king if it meant she might have more influence and stature at court.
The family shuffled out, and Zollin followed King Hausey and Branock up to the king’s personal quarters. Along the way he probed Branock, trying to ascertain why he hadn’t sensed the older wizard before he arrived in Orrock. But Branock was a void, almost as if he wasn’t really there. Zollin couldn’t sense the magic in the older man at all, and that fact made him feel more uncomfortable than before. He couldn’t fathom that Branock was anything other than an enemy, but the elder wizard had a knack for engendering trust. Zollin knew that he had to keep his guard up at all times.
King Hausey went right to the fire in the large room. Zollin knew it was cold outside, but he thought the castle was warm enough. It seemed odd that the man who had once commanded the king’s light cavalry and could spend days leading his troopers out in the open with no thought of physical comfort was now so quick to depend on the warmth of fireplaces.
“I need something from you, Zollin,” Hausey said without turning around. “I know you are your own man, beholding to no one, but we are in desperation here. I’ve sent emissaries to Baskla, but none have returned. Outside of Yelsia there is no news coming in. I don’t know what is happening, and therefore we cannot plan for it. I need intelligence and I need it as soon as possible.”
“You want me to go to Baskla?” Zollin said.
“Even riders on the fastest horses can’t travel as quickly as you and your dragons,” Branock said.
“Baskla is the only other kingdom that wasn’t invaded by the witch’s army. I need to know what King Ricard is doing. I need to know what they know about Ortis and Osla.”
“My lord, I don’t think I can turn my back on Brianna. She is traveling south at this very moment. I need to catch up with her.”
“Won’t she turn back once she has seen what is happening in Falxis and Osla?” Branock suggested. “If you go to Baskla, she may have returned to Yelsia even before you do. Then we can know what is taking place in the other kingdoms.”
“No,” Zollin said. “I’ll go to Baskla after I find Brianna.”
“Tell me you have not felt the evil rising in the east,” Branock said. “There are dangerous times ahead.”
“Would you turn your back on your own kingdom?” Hausey said, turning around but staying close to the fire. “Would you allow thousands of innocents to die because you refused the request of your chosen king?”
“That’s not fair,” Zollin said. “Why not send Branock?”
“I do not have a dragon at my disposal,” the elder wizard said.
Zollin caught the hint of humor in Branock’s voice. His carefully constructed demeanor slipped only for a split second, but Zollin saw through the ruse. He knew that Branock had a plan, but he could do nothing until the scheming wizard made his move. Zollin hoped at that point that it wouldn’t be too late.
“I don’t trust Branock, my lord,” Zollin said. “You have to know that he is an evil, deceitful man.”
“My king,” Branock said in a humble tone. “I am afraid that I do nothing but hinder your purposes in this matter. I will excuse myself.”
Zollin watched as the elder wizard bowed, then left the room. For a few moments, the wizard and the king stared at each other. Then Hausey moved a chair that was close to the fire. He stretched his boots out toward the flames and rubbed his balding head.
“Zollin, please sit down,” he said in a tired voice.
Zollin sank down into the chair opposite Hausey. He felt guilty knowing that his objection to Branock was making things harder for the king, but he couldn’t pretend that he didn’t object to the elder wizard having wormed his way into Hausey’s good graces.
“This job is much more complex than I ever imagined. You would not believe the number of people who want things from me. Everyone talks about the good of the kingdom, but in fact what they’re really after is something that benefits themselves. I have to weed through the lies and the flattery to find the truth and weigh that against the good of the kingdom. In the King’s Army, things were simpler. I may not have agreed with every order I received, but I knew my duty was to carry it out regardless of my personal feelings. Now things are more complex; the truth isn’t merely black and white. And finding the best path for our people is elusive.”
“I’m sorry if I’m making things more difficult,” Zollin said.
“No, don’t be sorry. In a way, your honesty is refreshing. It reminds me of how things used to be. I know that Branock has done terrible things. He came here of his own volition, willing to face the consequences of his actions. The only problem was that very few people really knew what crimes he had actually committed. I saw an opportunity to use his strengths to my advantage. I’m not foolish enough to believe that he doesn’t have an agenda of his own, but I know I need to get as much good from him as I can for as long as I can.”
“He is evil,” Zollin said.
“He is useful,” Hausey argued. “And being without someone who understands magic is a mistake I cannot afford to make. If you would stay and take his place, I would send him away.”
“I can’t do that,” Zollin said.
“So we are at an impasse on this matter. Let us move on to other matters. Branock tells me there is a sense of evil magic that is growing across the Five Kingdoms.”
Zollin didn’t respond. He had sensed the evil growing too and had thought at one point during their dinner that Branock was the source, but Zollin could sense nothing from the older wizard. And while the sense of evil was strong, its source felt far away, as if they were just sensing the ripples of strong magic from a great distance.
“What do you know about this evil?” Hausey asked.
“I’ve sensed it,” Zollin said. “I’ve seen some strange creatures that I think were strengthened by it. But I don’t know where it is coming from.”
“I have to know the answers to these questions, Zollin. And while I wish you would stay here, the truth is I need you to go and find out what is happening in the Five Kingdoms. Surely you see the need for that.”
“What I know is that it is dangerous to keep him here.”
“There’s an old saying that goes like this: ‘Keep your friends close, keep your enemies closer.’”
“That may be wise,” Zollin admitted. “But you don’t know how powerful Branock is.”
“More powerful than you?”
“At the moment … yes. My strength is slowly returning, but the Witch’s War stripped me of most of my powers. Branock has a great advantage over us both in that he knows our weaknesses yet we know nothing about him.”
“I can have him watched day and night.”
“You’ll only see what he wants you to see,” Zollin said. “Do not let him into your confidence and do not give him a chance to hurt you.”
“That will be difficult,” Hausey said. “But it is nothing I have not already done. Branock will remain here where we can keep an eye on him. We stand a better chance of uncovering any treachery with him close than if we were to send him away. In the meantime, I need you in Baskla. You gave me this crown,” he said, as he waved at the golden crown that was displayed on a faceless bust near his desk, “but I wear it now, and as your sovereign I must ask this of you. Go to Baskla, find out why my emissaries have not returned and what is happening in the east.”
“I will go,” Zollin said, the words tasting sour in his mouth. “But if Brianna returns before I do, I ask that you make her stay.”
“Why wouldn’t she wait for you?” Hausey asked.
“She has a mind of her own and isn’t keen on waiting for others. She needs to know what I’m doing and that you are the reason I’m doing it.”
“Fine, I can do that.”
“All right,” Zollin said, feeling guilty but knowing he couldn’t refuse Hausey.
Everything the king was asking was reasonable, and if Zollin was right about the evil spreading from the east, then going to Baskla would allow him the opportunity to search for it as he went. He could also stop at Ebbson Keep and check on the work that Kelvich had started in translating the scrolls they’d found in the Ruins of Arnak.
“Do you need anything from me?” Hausey asked.
“Food for the journey,” Zollin said.
“I shall have it waiting for you at first light, along with a letter that you must place in King Ricard’s hands alone.”
“All right,” Zollin said. “I better get some rest. Ferno will be waiting for me on the watchtower at dawn.”
“The dragon?”
Zollin nodded.
“I shall have everything ready and I’ll warn the soldiers on duty there to watch for the dragon’s return.”
Hausey rang a bell, and a steward entered the room. He was a young man with an eager expression on his round face. Hausey gave him orders, and the steward led Zollin to a quiet room on the second floor.
“Can you wake me a half hour before dawn?” Zollin asked the steward.
“Of course, my lord,” the man said.
“You can call me Zollin.”
“I am Loman, the king’s under-steward.”
“Thank you, Loman. I appreciate your help. I’ll need a letter delivered to Estry the tailor. Do you think someone can do that for me in the morning?”
“I’ll see to it myself, Lord Zollin.”
The young wizard smiled. “Thank you,” he said.
The steward bowed, then left the room. There were writing utensils on a table near the fireplace where a warm fire was already burning. Zollin was tired, but he sat down to write a letter before he slept. His mind was so full of possibilities and worries that it was hard to focus, but eventually he got the task done.
As he laid out on the soft bed, he thought of Brianna. She hadn’t come to Orrock, which was strange, but perhaps she had her reasons. Zollin couldn’t pretend to know what she was thinking; he only hoped that she would eventually come back to him. The thought of not pursuing her felt like a hot blade slipping between his ribs, but he couldn’t make decisions based on his emotions. Not when he could sense things beginning to take shape in the kingdom around him.
It was no coincidence that Branock had returned. The elder wizard deserved to be locked away, but the king’s pardon was absolute. If Zollin attacked Branock now, he would be guilty of breaking the king’s law. And the spread of evil across Yelsia was almost certainly affecting Baskla. Going there now was the right thing to do, even if he didn’t want to do it.
He closed his eyes and did his best to sleep, but he felt exposed. He was on Branock’s turf, and that meant even closing his eyes for a moment could be deadly. If he was taken in the night, there would be no one to help him, yet he had to rest. Eventually he drifted off to a fitful slumber, but he couldn’t hold back the nightmares that invaded his dreams.
 
 




Chapter 3
Brianna was torn about her decision to go south without Zollin. She wanted the thrill and freedom of being on her own. She wanted adventure and passion in her life, but she was lonely, and instead of adventure all she seemed to be finding was trouble.
Sorva didn’t understand, which wasn’t surprising to Brianna, since she didn’t understand exactly what she was feeling herself. Sometimes she felt as if she’d been too hasty with Zollin. She thought that perhaps she should have opened up more about her unhappiness in Brighton’s Gate. But at other times she bristled at the thought of even considering another’s person’s opinions. She was tired of following Zollin’s lead or making decisions based on anyone’s opinions but her own.
Still, if her experiences had taught her anything since the Witch’s War, it was that the people who cared about her were dwindling. Over the last year she had been exposed to vile treatment in Brighton’s Gate. She had thought that by coming south she would be remembered for her part in the Witch’s War, but instead she had been hunted and feared. Zollin, Quinn, and Mansel were the only people that she knew who accepted her for who she was. She missed that and didn’t want to ruin those relationships, but she knew her life was about to change forever. She was pregnant, and that meant she no longer had the luxury of just thinking about herself.
It was late, the stars were hard points of light high overhead, and the air was much cooler than it had been, but Brianna couldn’t rest. Sorva was out hunting, and Brianna decided to take a walk. The mountains of Walheta were tall and rugged, but not barren crags like the Northern Highlands. In the Walheta Range, she was surrounded by towering pines and stately fir trees. There were huge boulders covered in thick green moss, and ferns grew in bunches around the roots of the trees. It was a beautiful place and more temperate than the highlands. Brianna could only imagine how much snow had already fallen on their home in the Great Valley. She had always liked winter, especially the way snow made everything look new, clean, and magical. Snow fell in the higher elevations of the Walheta Mountains, dusting the evergreens with white but not piling up in huge drifts all around.
She walked through dark forest, listening to the nocturnal sounds of small animals around her. The night was peaceful, easing the distress she felt in her soul. She desperately wanted to go south, to see what had become of Falxis and Olsa, and most importantly to see if she could learn the fate of Bartoom. The ancient black dragon had slain one of her own pride, but it had been under the influence of an evil wizard, and Brianna still felt a connection to Bartoom on a deep level. She was still thinking of the great black dragon that had awakened her kinship with the noble beasts when she heard a strange sound.
In the darkness of the forest, Brianna’s ears had become accustomed to the sounds of animals, the wind filtering through the trees’ scratchy branches, and insects singing among the fauna of the forest. The new sound stood out in stark contrast. It was a raspy, labored breathing. Brianna waited for a few seconds, making sure that what she heard was what it sounded like. Then she crept toward the sound.
Everything around her was dark; she could see the forms of trees and plants, but not their details. Many things on the ground were lost in the shadows, but Brianna waited until she was close to the creature making the wheezing sounds. She lifted her hand over her head and let her fingers combust into flames. Light shone from her hand so that she could see, and to her great surprise, she recognized the creature on the ground. It was Jute, the leader of the Yel clan of dwarves. There was dried blood on the side of the dwarf’s face, and even though he was unconscious, he held his right arm close to his body as if it were injured. Most of the dwarf’s beard had been burned away, and his skin was covered in soot.
Brianna reached down with her free hand and touched the dwarf’s forehead. His skin was hot to the touch with fever, but his eyes fluttered open, and the wheezing turned into a wracking cough that shook the dwarf’s entire body.
“Fire spirit,” he whispered, the corners of his mouth turning up just slightly.
“Jute, what has happened?” Brianna asked.
The dwarf passed out before he could answer, and Brianna knew that something was terribly wrong. Jute needed help, but she didn’t want to move him, and all her supplies were back at her own camp. She realized she would have to leave him, but first she gathered wood and built a fire close enough to the dwarf that he could feel the heat. She had no illusions about the dangers the forest posed. The smell of blood on the dwarf’s head would carry to predators, and Jute was in no condition to defend himself. She hoped that the fire would keep any creatures that might be looking for an easy meal away until she could return.
She had wandered farther from her own camp than she realized, and running through the forest, even with her hands ablaze to shed light on her path, was difficult. When she got to her camp, Sorva was circling. Brianna didn’t wait for the dragon to land to gather her things together. A questioning image of her frantic efforts filled her mind. She sent back an image of the injured dwarf in reply and then waited while Sorva landed in the clearing.
“There’s no room for you to land,” Brianna explained. “Try and find a place close by and bring the rest of our supplies.”
She hung the oversized saddle bags across Sorva’s back. The black dragon growled deeply, but Brianna recognized it as a sign of affection. Dragons didn’t understand romantic love, but they were fiercely loyal to their pride mates, and Sorva considered Brianna to be dragonkind.
“Be careful,” Brianna warned. “Something isn’t right here.”
Sorva dipped the elegantly shaped head on the long, supple neck, then took to the sky. Brianna had a canteen of water and some food, which she carried back to Jute. The night was half gone by the time she reached the injured dwarf. The fire had nearly burned through the first load of wood. She set the food and water down, then added more branches to the fire.
As the flames grew brighter, Brianna turned her attention to the dwarf. Jute was unconscious, and Brianna had to lift his head to dribble water onto his lips. She wished more than ever that Zollin was with her. He could have used his power to heal the dwarf, but Brianna could only nurse Jute and hope that he came around. His mouth moved as the water trickled in, which Brianna took as a good sign.
After giving the dwarf a drink, she wet a scrap of cloth and began dabbing at the dwarf’s bloody face. There was a gash on the side of Jute’s head, just inside the hairline. Brianna cleaned the blood around it but could do nothing to close the wound.
“You’re a welcome sight,” Jute whispered after she’d cleaned his wound. His voice was hoarse and weak, but Brianna heard the playfulness she remembered from the dwarf.
“What has happened?” she asked.
“Long … story,” he said in a wheezy whisper.
She lifted his head and let more water dribble into his mouth. She could tell how eager he was to drink, but she forced him to take things slow.
“All right, you can tell me later,” she said after she laid his head back down again. “Tell me what’s hurting.”
“Broke my arm,” he said.
“I’ll fix a splint for that. What else?”
“What you see is what you get. I’m half burned and nearly starved to death.”
Brianna tore some of the softer parts of the loaf of bread she carried with her from her own camp. Jute ate several bites, then drank more water before passing out again. He was pale once she had washed the soot from his face, and his skin was still roasting from a fever. It was dawn before she finished seeing to his needs, and Jute slept most of that time.
Taking a break until the sun was fully up, Brianna had time to wonder what terrible thing had happened to the dwarves. She knew that Jute had been with the warriors that Zollin had convinced to march with the king’s army from Yelsia against the witch’s monsters. She had recruited many dragons from the Northern Highlands to join the fight as well, but once Zollin had defeated the witch and her armies had retreated back to the south, the dwarves were not seen again. There had been reports that their position was overtaken, but even when Brianna searched for evidence of the dwarves among the dead, there was no sign of them. She knew something evil had happened, but until she found Jute, no one knew what had become of the dwarf warriors.
She was just getting to her feet and stretching tired muscles when Sorva came wiggling through the trees. Sorva could bend its long, black body almost like a snake. The dragon wiggled through the forest until Brianna saw the huge beast. She came and took the rest of her supplies.
“You’ve fed?” she asked Sorva.
An image of a mountain goat with thick, curved horns flashed into Brianna’s mind.
“Good, we’ll be staying in the mountains for a while. I have to find out what happened to the dwarves. You can hunt and explore, but don’t go too far. There’s only so much I can do for Jute on my own.”
Sorva growled. The dragon wanted to stay with Brianna, but there was simply no room where they were. Brianna went back to the dwarf and looked at his body. She knew from lifting his head to help him drink that he was incredibly heavy. There was no way she could carry him through the forest to a more suitable camp, but if she could get him on some type of litter, Sorva could drag it.
There were plenty of tall, narrow trees to use as poles. Brianna went to one and used her power over fire to quickly burn through the trunk. She could melt stone, so burning through the wood was relatively simple. The complicated part was not setting the tree ablaze. Controlling fire was as easy for Brianna as she thought. The flames—or even just radiant heat—obeyed her will the same way her body did. It was an extension of who she was, a true Fire Spirit.
Two saplings came down under her powers; both were only slightly large in diameter than a spear shaft, although both were well over twenty feet high. Brianna used her dagger to hack off the thin branches that sprouted from the top. Once she had the saplings stripped down, she needed something to stretch between them. She emptied one of the large saddle bags, cutting it free from the long tether that was made to stretch across Ferno’s wide back.
The saddle bags were stitched together with strong twine. Brianna was careful, cutting only one spot in the stitching, then pulling the strong cord back through the thick leather. The bag was wide enough for Jute to lay on, and once the saddle bag, which was made of one long piece of leather that ran from the front down and around to the back, including the flap, was laid out between the two poles, it was more than long enough to carry the dwarf.
Brianna used the twine, cutting it into several sections, to tie the leather to the poles. Getting Jute onto the litter was a slow process. She laid the makeshift litter beside the dwarf, then practically dragged his body into place. She pulled his legs, then his uninjured arm, scooting him little by little until he was in place. There was enough room around the dwarf for Brianna to carefully pile the blankets and other supplies that had been in the saddle bag. Sorva used its long, supple tail to take hold of the far end of the litter’s poles. It was an effective way to move the dwarf, who groaned in pain as the litter scraped over rocks and banged against trees, but they didn’t need to go far.
Brianna walked behind the litter, carrying the other saddle bag and making sure nothing was lost on the journey. Sorva selected a small clearing with a rocky outcropping that gave them shelter from the cold winds. Brianna got Jute situated on a pile of fern leaves on the downhill side of the rock cropping. She gathered more wood for a fire and helped Jute sip a little more water. The dwarf slept most of the day, with Brianna napping beside him. She helped him eat and drink whenever he was awake, and Sorva brought back a fawn, which Brianna prepared and roasted over their fire. When night fell, they were warm and comfortable. The only thing they didn’t have in the camp was water.
The next morning Brianna found a spring and refilled her canteens. When she returned to the camp, she found that Jute was awake. His fever had broken in the night, and although he was still very weak, it was clear that he would survive.
“I hope you have ale in those canteens,” the dwarf said.
His voice was still weak, but his personality was as strong as ever. Brianna couldn’t help but smile at the dwarf’s humor. They were miles from the closest village, and he had very nearly died, but he was still able to make light of the situation.
“It’s water,” Brianna said. “And you’re going to drink a lot of it.”
“Next you’ll be trying to feed me greens and talking about religion,” he groused.
“No, you’ll be doing the talking. I need to know what happened to you after the Witch’s War.”
“That’s not a happy tale,” Jute said. “Perhaps we should wait until we have stronger spirits to see us through that story.”
“I don’t want a story,” Brianna said. “I want to know what happened.”
“We fell prey to the devil, that’s what happened.”




Chapter 4
Zollin woke to a knock at his door that startled him. He scrambled to his feet only to find Loman entering his room with a candle and a platter of warm food. The steward set the food and candle on the table, then added a small load of wood to the embers in the fireplace. It took him only a moment to get fresh flames leaping up and lending their light to the dark room.
“The sun’ll be up soon, Master Zollin,” the steward said. “I’ve brought you a warm breakfast.”
“You have my thanks,” Zollin said.
“You have a message for me to deliver?”
“Yes, here it is.”
Zollin handed Loman a small roll of parchment, sealed with a bit of wax.
“It goes to Estry the tailor. His shop isn’t far from the castle,” Zollin said.
“Master Estry dined with you and the king last night?” Loman asked.
“That’s right,” Zollin said.
“Yes, I can find his shop. I’ll deliver it first thing this morning.”
“That’s very kind of you.”
Zollin started fishing in his meager pouch for a coin to give to the steward, but the man waved Zollin’s offer away.
“It’s my pleasure,” he said. “Will I see your dragon today?”
“Ferno isn’t mine,” Zollin said. “Dragons have minds of their own. He’s more like my partner. And yes, he’ll be joining me at dawn on the watchtower.”
“That’ll be a sight. Who would have ever thought dragons would be seen in Yelsia?” he said. His eagerness was contagious.
As he hurried from the room, Zollin found himself smiling, despite the guilt he felt over not following Brianna. He splashed cold water on his face and then dried himself with a towel. He had stripped out of the fine clothes that Estry had given him before going to bed and, knowing the cold journey ahead of him, decided to put his old clothes back on.
His breakfast was a platter of fresh eggs, soft fried potatoes, and freshly baked bread. There was a small crock of butter and a jar of honey. Zollin ate everything quickly, then checked the room one last time to make sure he wasn’t forgetting anything.
When he stepped out of his room, he was met by a soldier, who escorted him back up to King Hausey’s quarters. A large pack of food was waiting, and the king handed Zollin a silver rod with a thick parchment rolled around it. The message was sealed with a large blob of wax that was embossed with the king’s royal seal.
“Give this to King Ricard and no one else. Do you understand?” Hausey asked.
“Of course, my lord. Consider it done.”
“How long will the journey take?”
“To Forxam? A week perhaps,” Zollin said. “Unless we run into trouble.”
“I will pray that you don’t,” Hausey said. “And don’t stay overlong in Baskla. I need Ricard’s reply as quickly as possible.”
“You shall have it, my liege,” Zollin said.
The two men shook hands, and then Zollin was escorted back up to the top of the tall watchtower. Ferno was circling the castle as the sky turned gray with the rising sun. Zollin looked down on the city below him. It was dark, and he felt as if he were seeing into the future. Darkness seemed to want to swallow the world, but he shook off the feeling and waved to the dragon. He had a job to do and he was anxious to complete it. Plus, he hoped he might get lucky and find Brianna along the way.
Ferno landed gracefully, but the green dragon was so big that it was frightening to stand on the tower while the beast touched down. With the massive wings spread wide, Ferno turned its head and looked at Zollin.
“Go?” Ferno growled.
“Yes, we’re leaving,” Zollin said. “Did you find something to eat?”
Ferno belched, and Zollin couldn’t help but laugh. If they had been on the ground, Ferno would have lowered the massive green body to make it easier for Zollin to climb onto its back, but on the tower there simply wasn’t room. Ferno’s body took up most of the space, with the huge head and long tail sticking out over the parapet in both directions.
Zollin closed his eyes and let his magical senses surround the space around himself and the dragon. He could feel the dragon’s own magic, different from what Zollin controlled but powerful in its own way. Dragons couldn’t control magic, but they were drawn to it. Their very existence was magical, and Zollin loved to feel the beast’s magnificent strength.
He imagined himself rising in the air and felt the warm swirl of magic blow through his body, then he felt himself being lifted up. In times gone by, Zollin could levitate himself for long distances, but with his reduced magical strength, even levitating up onto Ferno’s back was difficult. Not that he couldn’t do it, but he felt the strain almost from the start. It was as if he were holding his breath underwater. He knew it was possible, just not sustainable, and it left him feeling physically tired despite the shielding he kept around his reservoir of magical power that kept his spells from taxing his body too much. It also hid him and his actions from other magic users, and he couldn’t help but think of Branock in the castle below.
The last time Zollin had met the wizard, they had battled in the courtyard of the castle. Zollin had always been able to sense Branock magically, even before he knew what he was sensing. Branock and two other wizards from the Torr had come to Tranaugh Shire to find Zollin, but he had felt them coming. It was not unlike the sense of dread he felt about the evil spreading through the kingdom.
He did his best to push those thoughts down and focus on the task ahead. He had plenty to do and he was eager to get underway. He patted Ferno’s neck and secured the leather reins to the horns sprouting from the green dragon’s shoulders. The reins weren't used for steering the dragon; Zollin didn’t try to control the massive beast. The reins were only there to help Zollin hang on to Ferno’s broad, muscular back.
“Time to go,” he said, as soon as he was ready.
Ferno roared, lifting the massive head and sending a plume of orange fire shooting high up into the air. Then Zollin was forced to grip the reins tightly as Ferno dove forward, spreading the broad, green wings to catch the air and looping back up before flying away from the city. Zollin knew that Ferno liked to make an impression on the humans below. Zollin had trouble seeing them in the gloomy streets, but Ferno’s eyesight was so keen, the dragon could see in the dark. Zollin felt the huge beast’s excitement as they streaked away.
“East,” Zollin called. We’re going east. Follow the road below.”
Zollin knew the trade road below them would lead them east to Felson, then eventually to Ebbson Keep, and he wanted to stop at both of those places before moving on to Baskla. The wind whipped through his hair and stung his eyes, forcing him to bend down close to Ferno’s warm back. Zollin was on his way to carry out King Hausey’s plan, and the young wizard could only hope they would have a chance to meet Brianna somewhere along the way.
*	*	*
Branock watched the dragon flying over the city. He was in the rooms just down the hall from King Hausey’s own personal quarters. It was the same suite of rooms that Zollin himself had once shared with Brianna when King Felix ruled. He watched the dragon race away, then turned back to the man standing in the room.
“He wanted this delivered to Estry the tailor.”
“His father-in-law?” Branock said, moving closer to the fireplace.
“Yes, my lord.”
“Read it to me.”
Loman broke the seal and unrolled the parchment.
“Dear Estry, I want to warn you that associating with people in the castle may not be a good idea. I got the sense that Priam would like to match Danella with the king. Hausey is a good man, but as long as Branock the wizard remains in Orrock, the castle is not a safe place. I have no right to say what you should do, especially with your daughter, but I know from personal experience that Branock is an evil man of great power. You would be well served to protect your family from him. I look forward to seeing you again soon. Zollin.”
“He doesn’t trust me,” Branock said. “I’m deeply wounded.”
“What would you have me do, my lord?”
“Give the parchment to me,” Branock said.
He carried it to his own desk, where he readied a piece of paper. Then, without lifting a quill or opening a bottle of ink, words began to appear on the parchment in Zollin’s own handwriting.
“Dear Estry, thank you for accompanying me to dinner with the king. I must admit I was out of line by accusing Branock of Yelsia. I let my own insecurity cloud my better judgement and I apologize. The king did mention your daughter Danella and how beautiful he found her. It was his hope that she might visit him again at your earliest convenience. I think they would make a good match and hope you feel the same. Sincerely, Zollin.”
The spell ended with Zollin’s signature forming at the bottom of the parchment. Branock rolled the letter up and sealed it with fresh wax before throwing the old letter into the fire.
“Deliver this to the good tailor and suggest that he come and see me if he would like to pursue matching his daughter with the king.”
“You can manage such a thing?” Loman asked.
Branock’s face hardened with fury, and he waved his hand at Loman. A welt appeared across the steward’s neck. He gasped and hurried back, away from Branock, but the damage was done. It was almost as if the steward had been touched with a red hot branding iron.
“Never question me,” Branock growled. “Do as I say, or I will roast you alive and feed your ashes to the carrion birds.”
“Y-y-yes, my lord,” Loman said, bowing low.
He took the letter from Branock’s hand and hurried away. The elder wizard sat down in a thickly padded chair and steepled his fingers in front of his mouth. The wheels of change were turning, and Branock knew just what he wanted to do.




Chapter 5
Lorik wasn’t a patient man in most circumstances, but he could sense the panic inside the castle. He didn’t need to see it or even hear it to savor the fear that was spreading. He should have been helpless with his wounds and the effects of the torture he had endured. Stone should have been dead, but somehow they had slipped through Yettlebor’s fingers, and the imposter king knew what was coming. Lorik let the man suffer. Soon it would be time to act, but he wanted to let Yettlebor and Issalyn slowly get more comfortable—perhaps even convince themselves that he was really gone and never coming back.
The night passed, and Lorik felt the fear and outrage radiating from the city around the castle. The king’s guards searched through Ort City, and no one was spared from their frantic efforts. Property was damaged, people who resisted were beaten, and all the while Lorik felt himself growing stronger. He was constantly tormented by Spector, who had no one to take his fury out on but Lorik, but the wraith’s pain only fueled Lorik’s anger, which in turn made him stronger.
The dark magic was completely different than anything he’d experienced before. It wasn’t evil any more than Lorik’s anger was evil. If anything, Lorik’s fury was righteous. He had been wronged, and the Kingdom of Ortis had been taken over by a man with no claim to the throne and no ties to the kingdom. Yettlebor, the imposter king, had sold the safety of Ortis’ citizens to ensure his reign. And when Lorik had resisted, he had been captured, tortured, and nearly killed. His closest friends had been murdered for no other reason than supporting Lorik. All that had happened to him had been evil, but the darkness was his comfort, his companion. It gave him strength, focusing his rage and empowering him to do what he was destined for. He was a protector of the innocent and a defender of the weak. His wrath would not be denied, but only those who deserved to be punished needed to fear him.
Days passed, and Lorik waited in the darkness. He had no need for food or rest; he didn’t even sit down. His body pulsed with magical strength, much as it had when the forest elves had given him their power. Only the darkness wasn’t temporary, or even foreign, as the Drery Dru magic had been. The dark power that coursed through Lorik felt as if he had finally discovered his true self, and he couldn’t wait to test the limits of his new nature.
It was late at night when Lorik finally moved. Spector was nearby, hidden in the darkness, but always aware of what was happening. Stone’s transformation wasn’t the same as Lorik’s. His friend was still there, the conscious mind still able to remember their adventures and direct his new ghostly body, but he was no longer human. He was an instrument of death, a grim reaper of sorts, with only one purpose, to kill. He was connected to Lorik through their shared dark power. He could act on his own, but he couldn’t leave Lorik for long. Lorik was the home of the dark magic, and Spector was dependent on that darkness for his very existence in the world. His body was dead, and his spirit no longer belonged in the world of men, but the dark power had enabled him to stay and carry out his wrathful purpose.
When Lorik stirred, Spector floated close. They moved to the hidden doorway, and Lorik waited for just a moment, listening to what lay beyond. There was no sound, and with a simple thought, Lorik moved the door. The cavern behind him was nothing but an empty room now, a dark cave in the foundation of the castle. The solid stone doorway slid aside without making a sound, and Lorik stepped into the long corridor that ran through the castle dungeon. There was no light in the hallway, but Lorik could sense the men cowering in their prison cells. They couldn’t explain why they suddenly felt so afraid, but Lorik knew. Men always feared the supernatural, even when they couldn’t see it or say what exactly they were afraid of. But the darkness had taken shape, and now it walked among them. It fed off their fear and brought a smile to Lorik’s face.
They went up the spiral staircase without a word. Lorik’s large boots should have thumped against the stone steps, but he was careful not to make a sound. Spector floated around him, staying close, but anxious to seek his own revenge. There was no need to talk. They didn’t need to lay out a plan of action or coordinate their efforts. Lorik couldn’t stop Spector from seeking out Yettlebor even if he had wanted to, but it was no surprise that the people they both sought would be taking refuge together.
Lorik went through the castle slowly. He knew that Yettlebor’s quarters would be on the highest floor, but he didn’t know the layout well enough to find them without help. He waved his hand, and Spector raced ahead, the wraith’s smoky body disappearing in the darkness. Lorik wanted two things—first he wanted revenge. Issalyn had betrayed him. She had used him and then forsaken him. He could not simply forgive her. Lorik had become the instrument of justice, and her crimes against him and her kingdom carried a heavy toll.
Lorik stopped occasionally to listen in the castle's dark hallways. In some, torchlight flickered, or shaded lamps cast dim light, but Lorik preferred the darkness. Just as it had called to him on the night he was almost murdered by mercenaries and beckoned to him in the dungeon, the darkness felt like a place of refuge to Lorik. He stayed hidden as he moved quietly through the massive castle, drawing closer to where the people he sought were cowering in the huge fortress. After a while, Spector returned. The wraith sped around Lorik several times, then went off again. This time Lorik kept pace with his ghostly friend. The dark magic pulsed inside him, energized by the anticipation of what was coming.
Spector led Lorik into a large open space. There were several doorways leading off the anteroom, and one was manned by two miserable looking guards. They were half-asleep on their watch, which was what Lorik had anticipated. The entire city thought that he had somehow fled the capital, and the guards had assumed that their duty was a mere formality. Lorik was amused as their eyes grew round with fear when Spector rushed toward them. He imagined it was a nightmare come to life: the dark hood, the smoky, etherial body, the lamplight gleaming off two highly polished blades. Spector spun at the last moment and slashed both of the men’s throats in one violent yet graceful attack.
Lorik felt the rapturous joy that Stone took in killing the men. Perhaps it wasn’t necessary, but the soldiers had to be quietly dispatched, and they had made their choice to stand with Yettlebor. Anyone willing to side with a cowardly king deserved to die, in Lorik’s opinion. There was no time for mercy, not when Vera and Stone had been shown none by the current ruler of Ortis.
Spector couldn’t pass through the door, but the wraith’s ghostly body was more smoke-like than flesh. He floated down and under the door, which was barely an inch off the stone floor tiles. Lorik watched the two guards die, their bodies toppling to the ground, both men clutching at their ruined throats. They tried to cry out, but all they could managed was a frightful hiss and a pathetic gurgling noise. The guards had held spears propped against the floor, which they had been leaning on just a moment before. When the soldiers fell, they let go of their weapons, and Lorik jumped forward to catch the long spears before they clattered to the floor. His reaction was so fast that it even surprised him.
Lorik stood over the dying soldiers, feeding off the fear they felt as their life’s blood flowed out around them. Their bodies convulsed, causing their arms, legs, and even their heads to smack against the floor. It was a grotesque scene, and while Lorik didn’t revel in watching men die, he didn’t feel sorry for the men either.
The door latch clicked, and the heavy, wooden door swung open. Inside the room was dark, but Lorik could feel the king and his queen sleeping together in the oversized bed. Yettlebor snored so loudly that there was no chance the guard’s death throes could be heard above the grinding snort. Lorik closed the door, then wedged the spears against it to ensure that no one could get into the room.
Spector was circling anxiously, and Lorik nodded, letting his friend have his revenge at long last. The moan that the wraith made as he hovered over the bed made the hair on Lorik’s neck stand on end. Even in the darkness, Spector’s ghostly form could be seen. Issalyn screamed, and then Yettlebor did the same. The queen rolled out of the bed, her lithe body slipping to the floor where she scuttled away from the bed like a terrified child. Yettlebor was not as fortunate. He was fat and he grunted as he kicked his feet, trying to get enough momentum to raise his heavy body off the soft mattress.
Spector stabbed down with one of the blades, pinning the king’s leg to the bed. Lorik saw the spout of blood and heard the agonized scream. It was like music to his ears as he stepped quickly forward and took hold of Issalyn by her long hair. She screamed as well, fighting against him, but she couldn’t pull away.
The smell of urine was strong as Yettlebor pissed himself in fear, but Lorik savored the smell. He wanted to remember how the cowardly imposter died and hoped it might ease the pain of reliving Vera’s death. In the hearth, embers glowed faintly. Lorik threw a handful of dried reeds on the embers, which kindled quickly. Light from the fire began to illuminate the room. Issalyn screamed even more as she looked up at Lorik’s hulking form. He grinned down at her and set several logs into the fireplace.
“Do you know me?” Spector said to the king, his voice a ghostly whisper.
“N-n-n-no!” Yettlebor cried.
“I am Death and I’ve come for your black soul.”
The king’s scream echoed off the stone walls of this high castle room. Lorik couldn’t help but laugh. The coward’s fear and pain were exactly what he wanted, and as he gazed down at Issalyn, who was whimpering at his feet, the look of terror on her face told him that she knew she was next.
Spector’s second blade came around so fast that even Lorik had trouble seeing it. The razor-sharp edge severed the end of Yettlebor’s nose. Blood gushed from the wound as the king bellowed in pain and squirmed in a futile effort to escape. Spector was hovering inches above the crazed king, reveling in every detail of the king’s panic.
“You are the slayer of women,” Spector hissed.
“No,” Yettlebor screamed.
“You cannot deny it,” the wraith went on, raising his blade over the king’s face so that he could see the blood smeared across the weapon’s shinning surface. “She was my wife!”
The blade fell again, this time severing the king’s ear. Lorik heard footsteps pounding on the stone steps that led up to the king’s quarters. It only took a moment for the soldiers to reach the anteroom, step over their fallen comrades, and bang on the door.
“Help me!” Yettlebor cried, his voice cracking with fear.
“They cannot help you, coward. No one can save you from my wrath,” Spector hissed.
The wraith flew away from the bed and wailed a ghostly screech. The pounding on the door stopped for a moment, and Spector wasted no time gliding back under the door and attacking the guards.
Lorik pulled Issalyn across the floor by her hair. She screamed and kicked, trying to get away from the big man, but she was helpless. Her flimsy shift ripped as she struggled, revealing her pale skin, but none of it moved Lorik. All he could see was the woman who had betrayed his friends and left him for dead.
“Vera died because of you!” he shouted.
“Lorik no … please … I didn’t know what he would do.”
“You went right to his bed,” Lorik said, his voice dripping with venomous rage. “You whore!”
“I had no choice — he made me,” Issalyn cried.
“She’s lying,” Yettlebor wailed.
Lorik was right beside the blood-covered bed, staring down at the frightened king, who was beginning to look like a nightmare himself. Outside the room they heard shouts and screams as Spector slew the king’s guards. The chorus of the wounded only made the king and queen shiver with fear.
“You will watch!” Lorik said, pulling Issalyn to her feet and whirling her around so that she was facing the bed.
He held her from behind; her struggles seemed extraordinarily weak to Lorik, whose massive strength had been increased substantially by the dark magic. But he couldn’t help but notice how good she smelled. Her hair was like a field of wildflowers, and he could feel the curves of her body through the thin nightgown she wore. Despite his anger and hurt over Issalyn’s betrayal, he also felt his desire for her rising. He knew if Vera hadn’t been killed, if Issalyn’s betrayal had only hurt Lorik and not his friends, he would have forgiven her. He might even have taken her back as his queen, despite her unfaithfulness. But Vera was gone, and Issalyn had played a role in her death. Lorik could never forgive her for that.
“How did you do it?” the king asked. “How did you escape?”
“You didn’t kill everyone who believed in me,” Lorik said. “It was your own servant, Kierian, that made it possible.”
Issalyn's body stiffened when she heard Kierian’s name, but Yettlebor acted as if the name meant nothing to him. Then Spector was back, his blades covered in blood, the dark hood hiding the frightful smile that Lorik could feel radiating from his friend. The door was still intact, but there would be more soldiers soon, more than they could easily fend off. Lorik knew he needed his swords.
“Where are my swords?” he whispered in Issalyn’s ear.
“Let me go!” she screamed.
“Too late for that,” Lorik said. “You have to pay for your crimes.”
The king was screaming again as Spector sliced open his stomach. Fat, blood, and entrails bulged through the wound. The wraith plunged a hand into the king’s body and snatched out a thick section of intestine. He handed the long, bloody organ up to Lorik, who took it and wrapped it around Issalyn’s throat. Her defiance left her in a rush, and she sobbed like a child, begging him to let her go. She promised to do anything, offering lewd suggestions, and Lorik carried her to the shuttered window.
“My swords!” he demanded. “Tell me, and I’ll make this quick.”
“In the dressing room,” Issalyn cried. “Yettlebor took them for his own.”
“Only kings can carry the Swords of Acromin,” Lorik said angrily.
He kicked the shutters, smashing the wood and sending a cold gust of wind rushing through the room. Lorik had loved Issalyn, had wanted nothing more than to have a quiet life with her and give her everything she wanted. He couldn’t believe the woman she’d become, selling herself like a prostitute to the imposter king for position and prestige. His free hand came up to her long, graceful neck, taking hold of it just below her chin. She looked at him with large, terror-filled eyes.
“No,” she cried.
He twisted hard, snapping her neck almost as if he were breaking a dry twig. Her entire body sagged, and he tossed it out the window. Issalyn, Queen of Ortis, fell nearly ten feet before the entrails around her neck went taut and slammed her lifeless body into the side of the castle wall. Yettlebor screamed in pain, but Spector had already wrapped another section of intestine around the bed’s thick wooden corner post.
“You’re getting off easy,” Lorik bellowed.
The king could only scream; blood loss was making him weak, and Lorik knew he had only moments to live. Spector’s knives sliced into the king’s chest, just inside his armpits. The blades sliced through the thick pectoral muscles and jammed hard into his sternum. Then the wraith was lifting the fat king. Lorik grabbed the monarch’s bare feet and helped carry him to the window. They propped the bloody Yettlebor in the window casing while Lorik snatched up a torch.
“This is for Vera,” Spector hissed, just before pushing the blubbering king out the window.
He screamed, as his body smashed into the castle wall. Spector hovered outside the window, watching him die. Lorik propped the torch against the window, leaving the burning end outside so that it cast light down on the cowardly imposter king and his faithless bride. Then Lorik rushed off to find his swords.




Chapter 6
“We were overrun,” Jute said. “I never imagined such an army. From our position just below the hilltop, we could see the witch’s hordes spread out like some kind of swarming insects. We thought the awful creatures would try to kill us, but they simply went around our defenses, at least a first. Eventually they came at us, like mindless monsters. We killed hundreds, maybe thousands of the bastards, but they had endless reinforcements. Once they got inside our defenses, we knew we had to retreat.
“Our clans have known that these mountains were once home to dwarves, just like the Northern Highlands. Dwarves have a nose for ore and prefer a cozy cavern to your windswept sky. By the way, does it ever stop spitting this foul rain?”
“I can try to build a cover to keep the rain off,” Brianna said.
“Don’t bother. We dwarves are hardy folk. In fact we had planned for the worst case scenario, assigning our best tunnelers to delve down into the old caverns. They broke through not long after the battle started, and once it was obvious that we had to retreat, those of us who were able went down the shaft. The witch’s monsters were too large to follow us, even if they had a mind to. We lost good dwarves that day. King Bloc died to make sure we all made it down to safety.
“What we found under these cursed mountains was beyond what any of us imagined. Our homes are grand works, as you well know. Cozy, warm, well constructed, and spacious, at least by dwarf standards. But the caverns below us make our caverns in the Highlands seem like beggars’ hovels. There are great expanses of open space, with support pillars carved with reliefs that would make you weep if you saw them. Phosphorescent mineral veins glowed in the ceilings and were worked into huge murals on the smooth stone floors. There were palaces under these mountains, grand feasting halls, great domed caverns filled with treasures that your race would kill for. The stone work is so perfect it could be the home of the gods. We thought we had stumbled upon a paradise, and once we were rested from battle, we explored the network of tunnels, caves, caverns, and clan villages. And everywhere we went, we saw the name of the caverns chiseled in stone. Ostenglaros—in the old tongue, it means cavern of delight.
“There were still tools in many of the homes, but no dwarves. In fact there was no sign of life anywhere in the mysterious caverns. We found walls that were covered in gemstones that highlighted the images carved into the rock. There were caverns where the floor was covered in sheets of gold and statues made of gold, silver, bronze, and even copper, but no dwarves.
“Then we discovered the mine shafts,” Jute said, his gaze wistful as he stared into the flames of their fire. “Never had we seen such shafts, perfect in their dimensions and unchecked in their depths. The dwarves of Ostenglaros delved too deep, their shafts opening a passage to the underworld.”
Brianna shivered at the thought of the underworld. She had seen the underworld in her battles with the witch Gwendolyn. It was a nightmarish place, with creatures that defied her imagination, even though she saw them with her own eyes. The scorpion-tailed beasts that the witch had unleashed on the Five Kingdoms came from the underworld.
“We didn’t know that at first,” Jute went on. “We only knew the wonder of the caverns, the greatness of the workmanship around us. We made plans to bring our kin across the great open space of Yelsia. After the horror of war, such a dream kept us sane. It comforted us in our grief and gave us hope. We thought your world was lost, but we had plans to create a new world under these mountains, to increase the strength of the dwarves. In those caverns we thought we would be safe, but we were wrong.
“After a time, we began to notice that every way leading out of the caverns of Ostenglaros was blocked. Our people don’t feel the need to make many ways of egress into your world, but a few are common. Even among the dwarves, there are outliers who choose to live in the wide open rather than in the warm embrace of the earth with sold rock under their feet and above their head. But in Ostenglaros the tunnels leading up and out were destroyed. Among all the greatness of the caverns, with their unbelievable wealth, we discovered tunnels that were destroyed. It was unthinkable that the workmanship that created the tunnels was at fault. Nowhere around us had we seen any sign of cave-ins. There were no failed projects, nothing that made us think that the mountains were unstable.
“Then we realized that the dwarves who had made such remarkable caverns had destroyed the tunnels leading out on purpose. There was no other explanation for what we found. And though it seemed too terrifying to consider, we soon knew that the exits were blocked to keep whatever they discovered deep in the underworld from escaping.
“We decided the caverns were best left empty and we sought a way out. We had no idea what awaited outside the narrow shaft we'd entered by, so we set to work clearing one of the old tunnels. It was slow going, since the shafts had been left unstable. We removed tons of rock, only to have more fall and fill in the gap. The dwarves who had built the wonders of Ostenglaros had made certain that no feeble attempt would free the evil below.
“So we began carving a new way out. For days we worked. Always the hammers and chisels rang, and we were close to escaping the caverns, but then from the mining shafts came the Gorslings, the lost children. The old stories tell of lost children from every race, spirited away to the underworld by foul creatures of the night. They are horrible beasts, skeletally thin, most having taken on the countenance of spiders or snakes. They are strong, fast, and vile in every way.
“They came pouring out of the shafts and overwhelmed us. We thought all was lost, but they didn’t kill us. Instead they dragged us down into the underworld to their master. Have you ever heard of a Bollarg?”
“No,” Brianna said.
“They have many names. Your kind calls them devils; in the old stories they are called fire giants. This one is larger than your dragon, with skin of molten stone. He calls himself Straggah and rules the heinous creatures stuck in the underworld. The old dwarves were once his minions, having been captured as we were. He forced them to build a tunnel large enough that the demon could escape the underworld, but they were too clever. They started a grand project and then let it collapse on them. It killed most of the dwarves, and those who lived refused to breed. We are the only dwarves in the Bollarg’s control now.”
“Now?” Brianna asked.
“Yes, although our numbers dwindle. Straggah has learned from his mistakes. He keeps half of us as prisoners while the other half work. If we sabotage his tunnel again, then the prisoners will be tortured to death.”
“His tunnel? He has you working to make a way to escape the underworld?”
“That is his aim,” Jute said. “Although we would join our ancestors before we release such evil upon the world. The gods locked the Bollargs in the underworld for good reason.”
“How did you escape?” Brianna asked.
“I was selected,” Jute said. “Many of us wanted to attack the Bollarg, or at least sacrifice ourselves before carrying out his foul work, but Hammert and Babaz believed that your wizard could save them. They convinced most of the others, and I was selected to escape, since I know your world better than most of my kin.”
“But how did you get away?” Brianna asked.
“We are watched, mostly by the Gorslings, but they are not intelligent creatures. None of the beings in the underworld are clever. Powerful, yes, savage, most definitely, but not intelligent, which is why they can't dig the tunnel themselves. Whenever they try, they inevitably cause the stone to collapse on top of them. So I was able to hide in a small shaft when the two groups were exchanged. One half of our number would work, while the other half was kept far away from the tunnel. Then when the first group was exhausted, they switched us. The second group would be taken up and made to dig, while the first group was held captive.”
“You did this for a year?” Brianna asked.
“Has it only been a year?” Jute asked, and there was pain in his voice. “I had to sneak back to the mining shafts that the old ones had dug. I escaped back into the grand caverns of Ostenglaros. I searched endlessly for a way out. I couldn’t risk digging. If I was heard and caught again, all my kin would suffer for the crime. So I searched until I found a fissure in the mountain. It took all my strength to climb through the crack, and I broke my arm in the process. When I finally escaped, I had no idea where I was or where to go. I’d had no food or water for days. My strength was simply gone, and I resigned myself to facing my ancestors as a failure.”
“But you didn’t fail. You escaped.”
“Yes,” Jute said. “And here you are. It is fate. When is the wizard joining us? Together we shall free my kin and ensure that Straggah never finds his way out of the underworld.”
“Zollin isn’t here,” Brianna said. “It’s just Sorva and me.”
“Has something happened to the wizard?” Jute asked.
“No,” Brianna said, feeling her face flush as she struggled to answer Jute’s questions. “He’s fine. In fact, when I left him, he was in the Northern Highlands helping your kin there.”
“What is happening to our home?” Jute asked, his normal bravado forgotten.
“I don’t know,” Brianna said as she struggled with a sickening sense of guilt. “I needed to get out of the forest and away from the mountains. I’m traveling south to see about a dragon.”
Jute began to grumble under his breath.
“If I hadn’t come when I did, you’d be dead.”
“Dwarves don’t die easily,” Jute said.
“Well, I might surprise you. I saved Zollin from the underworld when he was trapped after defeating the witch. I can find a way to save your kin, but you aren’t going anywhere. That arm of yours needs time to heal.”
“I’d rather cut it off than be left behind,” Jute growled.
“You would only slow me down,” Brianna said.
“Don’t count on it,” Jute growled. “Besides, you’ll need my help to find the dwarves.”
“Fine, but if you’re coming with me, then we need to set the bone in your arm and immobilize it. I won’t have you so hurt that you can’t make it back out.”
“I can do anything you can do,” Jute said angrily.
Brianna merely held her hand up and let her fingers burst into flame. She had to force herself not to laugh out loud—the look on the dwarf’s face was priceless.
“Anything I can do?” she teased.
“Just fix my arm. We’ve wasted enough time,” Jute grumbled.




Chapter 7
The soldiers outside the king’s private quarters were finally coordinating their efforts to break into the room. Their combined weight as they threw their shoulders into the door was making the spears that Lorik had used to brace the door bend. They would snap soon, but Lorik wasn’t concerned about the soldiers—he was looking for his swords. The Swords of Acromin were his by right; he had earned them by climbing the King Tree. Issalyn said that they were in the king’s dressing room, but she was wrong. Lorik felt the sting of betrayal yet again. She had lied, and he shouldn’t have been surprised, but he was.
He came back into the sleeping chamber, which was a wide room with large windows. A fireplace in one wall and some elaborate paintings were the only furnishing in the room other than the huge poster bed that was now covered in the king’s blood. Lorik snatched up the spears and had to pry them from the door where their sharpened points had sunk into the wood.
The door burst open, and four men came sprawling into the room. Lorik didn’t hesitate. He held a spear in each hand, stabbing down on two men at once, the spears making killing strokes. Then almost as quickly, he snatched them up again, slashing one at the first of the soldiers to regain his feet and running the second one into the the stomach of the other man, who was just on his knees.
Blood covered the floor as more soldiers rushed to get into the room. The men were desperate to save their king and had no idea they were already too late. Lorik knew he would have to deal with the soldiers, and for many, death would be the only argument they would understand. Yettlebor’s personal guard had been his most loyal followers from Baskla, so Lorik rationalized that he wasn’t killing his own countrymen. The soldiers didn’t have to die, but they had chosen to stay with an imposter king and carry out his orders, including the capture and subsequent torture of Lorik. If they fought him, they would die; it was as simple as that.
The soldiers scrambling into the room had their swords drawn, but they were not prepared for the ferocity of Lorik’s attack. He slashed and stabbed over and over, his movements so swift and each stroke so deadly that the soldiers hardly had time to think of defending themselves. A pile lay heaped just inside the room, before the soldiers outside began to hesitate.
“Come to me, you craven dogs!” Lorik bellowed. “Fight for your false king and taste my righteous fury.”
But the soldiers outside the sleeping chamber didn’t come in. They readied themselves and waited, knowing that Lorik would have to come out at some point; then they might have the upper hand. Lorik’s weapons were slippery with blood, so he cast them aside and snatched up the king’s bedclothes to wipe his hands on. Beside the bed was a bottle of wine still half-full. He picked it up and drank. The wine was rich and warm, sending a wave of heat down through his body. Yet it was delicious to Lorik and more refreshing than he had expected.
He bent down and picked up a fallen sword. The soldiers carried simple weapons. The blade was shaped like a long dagger, angling toward the tip and sharpened on both edges. He swung the weapon from side to side, getting a feel for its weight. He was holding the sword in his right hand and the bottle in his left. He took another long drink just as Spector came back into the room.
“They are dead,” he pronounced.
“But the killing isn’t over,” Lorik said, pointing out the door. “There are more waiting to die.”
“I shall oblige them,” Spector hissed, his voice barely a whisper, and yet it was chillingly audible.
Lorik watched as his friend’s ghostly form floated out of the room. He wasn’t surprised when he heard screams. Stone had truly become a creature to be feared. The young warrior had never been fearful to look at. Only his low-slung knives hinted at just how dangerous he really was. But since his transformation, he looked like a dark angel of death. Lorik heard weapons falling to the floor and men rushing down the steps. Some stayed, raising their weapons to fight, but as Lorik stepped to the door, he saw Spector spinning into action. The wraith rushed forward, darting first one way, then spinning in the opposite direction. The twin blades that never seemed to leave Spector’s hands slashed around the soldiers’ defensive gestures, but they seemed slow, almost clumsy. Lorik couldn’t tell if it was his friend’s speed or the soldiers’ fear that made them such easy targets.
The fighting only lasted a few moments, and then there was no one left to fight. The soldiers that survived retreated down the stairs, their faces pale with fright. Lorik couldn’t help but laugh. He had known that coming to Ort City and proclaiming his right to the throne of Ortis might result in fighting, but he had not expected the struggle to be so easy. He finished the last of the wine in one long pull from the bottle, then he cast the empty container against the wall. The glass shattered, and the remnants left a dark red spatter against the wall. Lorik thought the wine looked more like blood than what dripped from Spector’s blades.
“What now?” the wraith hissed.
“I need my swords,” Lorik said. “Go find them.”
He felt the wave of anger from his friend, who was still hungry for more fighting, but Lorik knew that Spector would do as he was told. The ghostly form would be able to search the castle without being seen or heard unless he wanted to be. And although Lorik would have welcomed more fighting, he didn’t want to kill any more people than he had to. He slumped into a nearby chair, thinking about Issalyn’s body hanging from the castle walls.
It seemed like such a waste to him. The woman he had known and loved was smart, independent, and caring. He couldn’t imagine what had made her change so completely. He knew she was ambitious and he couldn’t really fault her for that. It would be difficult to go from being a highly regarded queen to simply being a lover, even if they were in a virtual paradise with the Drery Dru. But to give herself to the fat, oafish, cowardly king just to regain her title and possessions seemed insane to Lorik. If she had trusted him and worked with him, she could have had all that and more. When she had left the Wilderlands, it had been to go and see Yettlebor on Lorik’s behalf. He couldn’t believe that he had been so blind. His love had hindered his judgement, and it had cost him dearly. He vowed to himself that he wouldn’t make that mistake again.
It was dawn before Spector returned. The ghostly wraith glided into the room and waited. Outside roosters were crowing, and Lorik went back into the sleeping chamber and looked out at the bodies hanging from the window. Already there was a foul smell of decay, and carrion birds were circling overhead. A few of the bravest had come down, landing on the bodies, and begun to pick at Issalyn and Yettlebor’s flesh with their sharp beaks.
People were gathering in the streets of the city, pointing up at the bodies and wondering what had happened. Lorik grinned. He wanted to shout that he had happened, that Lorik the Avenger was now their king, but he didn’t want to be seen without his swords. He could address the city soon enough. First, he needed to find his weapons, and he had one more person to deal with. Ulber the mercenary had shot Stone with the arrow that severed the young warrior’s spine and gave Yettlebor the courage to slay Vera. Lorik would hunt the mercenary down and make him pay for his crimes before he could rest or proclaim himself victorious.
He stalked back out of the room and pointed his dull sword at Spector.
“Show me.”
The wraith turned and glided back down the stairs. Lorik followed and should have been cautious, knowing that the king’s soldiers waited for him, but Spector attacked the guards before Lorik even saw them. He came out on the next floor and found the wraith already at work. The soldiers stabbed at Spector with their spears, but the wraith’s body was nothing but smoke. Their blades passed right through his trail of dark cloud, and his arms and shoulders moved so fast that the soldiers couldn’t catch him with their weapons.
Lorik charged toward the men, who were massed behind a makeshift barricade. They fell back before him, their swords held out like frightened children. He batted several aside with one swipe of his borrowed sword and then he slashed into them. Unlike the guards from the fight upstairs, these soldiers had donned armor and carried shields. Their training kicked in, despite their fear, and the fighting was more vicious. Lorik was flesh and blood, so the soldiers did their best to concentrate on him, but ignoring Spector played right into the wraith’s hands. Lorik’s strength beat back the attacks that came his way, and his sword was nicked and bent from his powerful blows. The soldiers’ armor only prolonged their deaths. While Lorik’s blade didn’t penetrate the armor or shields very well, the strength of his vicious strikes and slashes broke bones and knocked the men off their feet. His boots were almost as deadly as the sword he wielded. Any man who fell at Lorik’s feet was stomped. A kick to the ribs broke bones, but a boot heel to the head, even one protected by a helmet, was usually fatal.
There were terrible screams as the men fought. Spector whirled among them, dealing death like a farmer harvesting wheat. The soldiers dropped around him, and Lorik felt his friend’s grim satisfaction with the work of slaying their enemies. It was as if killing the soldiers somehow eased his pain over losing Vera little by little. The darkness inside Lorik reveled in the chaos of the fight. It guided his actions, almost as if Lorik, through the dark magic, knew what was going to happen before it came to pass. He killed dozens of men without so much as a scratch.
After a few frantic moments of fighting, the soldiers broke. This time they fled the castle, taking many of the servants and courtiers with them. Lorik felt the panic from the people running away, and the rage he had let burn inside of him for so long in the darkness began to fade a little.
“This way,” Spector said, gliding toward another set of stairs.
Lorik followed, not paying attention to where they were going. Before he knew it, they were in a room that Lorik recognized. It was a small room but very well appointed. It was just outside the large feasting hall, where the King of Ortis kept his throne and saw to the needs of his kingdom. Lorik, Stone, and a small band of Ortisians had fought the witch’s army in that very room, but now it was restored to the splendor that only kings enjoyed.
A tall mirror stood near one wall, and opposite the mirror was a suit of armor. The Swords of Acromin had been added to the armor, and Lorik felt a thrill as he drew his familiar weapons and admired the craftsmanship of the legendary blades. Acromin had been a great king according to the Drery Dru and had forged the weapons himself. He had led his army against a horde of invading barbarians and then made peace with the forest elves who had suffered under his predecessors. For a hundred years, the Drery Dru and humans lived in peace together, the famous swords passing down from generation to generation. But eventually the humans began to fight among themselves, and the elves were forgotten. When the last of the kings in Acromin’s line died, a band of elves took the swords and planted them inside the King Tree until a ruler worthy enough to unite the elves and humans again could find them.
Lorik had found the swords and had bridged the gap between the human world and the elves. However, after the Witch’s War and the invasion of Norsik Raiders, most Ortisians were more than happy not to dabble in anything other than their mundane daily work. Lorik had yet to actually bring the humans and elves together, but he would soon enough, he vowed.
The swords slid easily into their finely worked leather sheaths, which Lorik hung on his own belt. His thick hips seemed to dwarf the finely crafted swords, but Lorik wanted no other weapons. His armor was formed by the dark magic, but his weapons were cold steel. And that was just the way he wanted it.
“And now?” Spector hissed.
Lorik could feel the wraith’s desire to cleanse his guilt and pain in more blood. He couldn’t blame his friend. Losing Vera had hurt Lorik more than he thought possible. When his parents had died, Lorik had been distraught for weeks, but that pain was nothing compared to Vera’s murder. At least their deaths had come at the end of long, happy lives, he consoled himself, but Vera was still young. She had only truly been happy for the last year while she and Stone built a life for themselves after the Witch’s War. And even though Lorik hadn’t held the blade that killed Vera, he felt the weight of guilt for her death. He had failed her, and he knew Stone felt the same way. She had been brave and selfless, but in the end, the imposter king had murdered her. Lorik knew he couldn’t rest until he had dispensed justice to everyone that had a hand in her death.
“We have to find Ulber,” Lorik said.
“That won’t be easy,” said a woman’s voice from the shadows.
Lorik and Spector whirled around to find Kierian lurking nearby. She sat on a padded bench as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Spector moved toward her menacingly, but Lorik stopped him.
“Wait!” he ordered his ghostly friend. “What do you mean?”
“Yettlebor sent him south, along with a large group of soldiers,” Kierian explained. “I think they had orders to secure the southern settlements.”
“How do you know this?” Lorik asked.
“I hear things,” she said nonchalantly. “Like I told you before, people tend not to look into the shadows.”
Lorik felt the darkness inside of him echoing the sentiments of the mysterious woman. She stood up and walked slowly toward him. Lorik was once again reminded of the graceful predator as she approached. He wanted her, and yet he knew he could never let down his guard around her.
“Kierian,” Lorik explained to Spector, “slid that razor blade into our cell.”
The wraith didn’t speak, but Lorik could feel the distrust radiating from his friend.
“I wondered if you knew,” she said.
“I recognized your voice.”
“It’s good to know I left an impression.”
She was standing close to him, too close to be casual. She had to look up at him, and her smile was seductive, but Lorik didn’t move. There would be time for carnal appetites later, he knew, but first he had to secure the city.
“You are certain about Ulber?” he asked.
“They left two days ago, once Yettlebor was certain you were no longer in the city.”
“Good, then we have time on our hands.”
He pulled her close, squeezing a little too hard and earning a breathy yelp that turned into a smile. Lorik turned to Spector.
“Make sure the castle is secure,” he ordered.
“And if I find resistance?” the wraith hissed.
“Kill them,” Lorik said, looking back down at Kierian. “Kill them all.”




Chapter 8
The flight from Orrock to Felson took less than a day, but Zollin was glad to have a little extra time. Ferno stayed out of sight and landed a few miles from town. Zollin walked the rest of the way, taking advantage of the exercise to stretch his legs and back. Riding Ferno was surprisingly easy. The green dragon’s back was so broad that Zollin could easily stretch out whenever he needed to. But he still grew stiff after hours of lying still on the strong back of the dragon.
Ferno was not a playful creature, and although dragons could communicate quite well, Ferno was not talkative. The dragon and wizard shared a comfortable silence during most of their travels. Both enjoyed the changes of scenery as they passed through Yelsia. The great Peddingar Forest gave way to gently rolling hills and wide fields. From the air the land through the middle part of the kingdom looked like a checkerboard in shades of green.
Unlike Zollin, Ferno needed only a few hours of sleep per night and could go for several days without rest if need be. But while Zollin could sustain himself on meager rations, Ferno needed large amounts of fresh meat to stay strong. So while Zollin hiked into Felson, Ferno went hunting. The massive dragon could see prey from miles away, so it didn’t take long before Ferno spotted a large stag. The dragon could have feasted on the livestock of a dozen farms that were much closer to Felson, but instead it went in search of wild game. Ferno caught sight of the stag just before sunset, and the dragon raced forward, hoping to catch the large deer by surprise.
Unfortunately, the stag spotted the huge dragon and ran into a thicket of trees. Ferno followed, flying close to the trees, its massive wings beating hard to carry the dragon forward as fast as possible. Even in the dwindling light, Ferno could see the stag as it raced through the trees. An open field lay at the far end of the wooded area, which was large by most standards, but not large or dense enough for the stag to lose the apex predator that pursued it. Ferno felt a thrill as it realized that, once the deer left the cover of the trees, the great dragon could swoop down and take its prey on the run. But the stag turned at the last minute, choosing instead to force its way into a thicket of brambles and close-growing trees.
Ferno smelled the blood of the stag as the branches and thorns scratched and clawed at the deer’s hide. The stag’s antlers rattled against the wood of the trees, and Ferno was forced to circle in the air above the thicket, waiting to see what the stag would do. Several minutes passed, and Ferno’s stomach rumbled in anticipation. Night fell, and Ferno decided to try a different tactic. It could have incinerated the thicket and then eaten the roasted flesh of the stag at its leisure, but Ferno enjoyed the hunt. The massive dragon moved upwind and landed among the trees.
Unlike most of the other dragons who had more supple bodies, Ferno was a hulking beast. Slinking through the forest was not possible, but Ferno was smart. The dragon guessed that the stag wouldn’t risk moving out into the open. As night set in, the stag would try to double back, and Ferno would be waiting. An hour passed, then another. Ferno’s keen eyes saw well at night, but it couldn’t see through the woods and had to rely on its keen sense of smell and hearing.
A twig snapped not far away, and the smell of the deer’s blood grew stronger. The stag was playing right into his trap. The deer was moving slowly, carefully, trying its best to see in the darkness. Ferno’s green skin could easily blend into the forest, but at night it was nothing but another shadow in the darkness. As long as the dragon remained completely still, the deer couldn’t see it. The stag drew closer and closer; Ferno’s muscles tensed, ready to pounce.
Then a sound not far away made the stag turn and bolt in the opposite direction. Ferno took to the air, flying just above the tree tops. This time the stag’s fear drove it out into the open, running as fast as it could. The deer was fast, but the dragon was faster. Ferno swooped down, snatching the stag in its massive talons and snapping the deer’s back so quickly the animal died before it knew it was caught.
Ferno looped in the air, then landed quietly. It held the deer in one paw but didn’t eat its catch immediately. Instead, it watched the forest intently for whatever had made the sound that frightened the deer. After a few moments, it saw a small group of men come walking out of the trees. They were clumsy and loud. At first Ferno meant to ignore them. The dragon didn’t care for humans it didn’t know and usually tried to avoid them when possible, but Ferno wasn’t frightened of the humans either.
The humans made their way across the clearing, oblivious to the huge dragon and its fresh kill just a few hundred yards away. Ferno was just about to turn its attention back on the stag, when something sweet and enticing wafted through the air. It wasn’t the humans themselves, which had their own strange yet familiar scents. Ferno had smelled humans many times—sometimes in small groups, at other times whole armies. But this time something was different. The men had something that Ferno wanted, even though the dragon didn’t know why it wanted it.
Ferno left the stag lying on the ground, the dragon’s hunger completely forgotten. It moved silently across the field, staying on the ground and moving closer to the humans. They carried something that Ferno suddenly found tantalizing, something the dragon wanted desperately. Without giving its actions much thought, the dragon roared loudly.
The humans froze, suddenly terrified. Ferno growled, letting flames billow up around its head. The men—there were six of them—shouted and turned to run the opposite direction. Ferno jumped into the air. With only a few flaps of its wings, it managed to race to the far side of the group of men. It landed, the massive feet tearing into the turf as it skidded to a halt. Ferno roared again, and this time the men huddled together, drawing crude weapons in a feeble attempt to protect themselves.
“Leave everything,” Ferno hissed. “Leave everything and run.”
Speaking wasn’t easy for the massive dragon. Its mouth, tongue, and vocal cords weren’t made for human speech, but Ferno had learned to say words, even though they were sometimes garbled.
The men understood Ferno well enough. Two of them threw down their weapons and fled. The other four stayed together. One was talking in a low voice, but Ferno could hear him.
“I ain’t giving up this gold,” the man said. “I don’t care what kind of creature that is.”
The men were shaking, and Ferno sent a plume of fire billowing over their heads.
“Leave everything!” Ferno commanded.
“Come on, Darry, that loot ain’t worth dyin’ for,” said one of the men.
“I won’t leave it,” said the first.
“Well, you’re on your own.”
Three of the men dropped their weapons and ran. Ferno knew that whatever was so tempting to the dragon was still with the last man. Ferno moved closer. It could smell the fear and sweat wafting off the man named Darry. Ferno didn’t want to kill the man, but it simply couldn’t resist whatever the man was carrying.
Ferno’s tail was thick, longer than the dragon’s body, neck, and head put together. The end of the tail was rounded like the end of a club. Ferno turned, swinging its tail as gently as it could. It hit the man, who never saw it coming in the darkness. His body flew several feet then crashed to the ground. A tinkling sound filled the air, and Ferno saw round coins littering the ground around the man. The skies were cloudy, and the night was incredibly dark, but the small coins glowed almost like stars. It was gold, and Ferno wanted it all.
“Give it to me,” Ferno growled as the man struggled to his hands and knees, frantically trying to pick up the coins.
“Go to hell!” the man shouted as his hands found his spear in the darkness.
In a futile attempt to fight the dragon, Darry drew back his arm, preparing to cast the spear. Ferno blew a gout of flame at the man that killed him in seconds. He fell to the ground, his clothes burning, his flesh charred by the fire emitting a horrid stench.
Ferno wanted to leave but couldn't. The poor, confused beast was torn by conflicting emotions. Fighting, even killing humans was nothing new to the green dragon. Ferno had fought with Zollin and Brianna against the witch’s monsters and even against armies of humans. In those battles Ferno had felt nothing negative about killing people, but this time something was different. The dragon felt a wave of guilt. In its mind it tried to reason things out. Ferno hadn’t wanted to kill the man named Darry; it had given him ample opportunity to flee. It had warned him that the man was in danger, yet the foolish human had attempted to fight.
Ferno wondered if perhaps it could have fought the man off without killing him. In all likelihood the man wouldn’t have hurt Ferno with the spear. The dragon’s scales hardened in prolonged exposure to sunlight, so that Ferno’s scales were nearly impenetrable by most weapons. Yet the man had posed a threat to Ferno, so it didn’t make sense that the dragon felt remorse, yet it did. Ferno had killed the man for the gold. It knew that. It wanted the shiny coins for some reason it couldn’t explain. Perhaps, Ferno thought, wanted wasn’t the right word. It needed the gold, yet Ferno didn’t like the idea that anything would cause the dragon to lose control.
And then there was the fact that Ferno had been around gold before. Zollin carried a few gold coins, and there had been other times in the dragon’s short life when it had seen gold, but never had the metal disks seemed so tantalizing before. The dragon’s stomach rumbled, and it could smell the carcass of the stag, waiting to be consumed. Ferno could also hear other animals slinking toward its kill, but before the dragon could go and feed, it had to have the gold.
Picking up the small canvas sack was difficult for the dragon’s massive talons, but it managed it. Picking up the individual coins was nearly impossible. It settled for scooping up small mounds of dirt that included the gold coins and dropping it all into the sack. Once Ferno had the gold, it flew back to the stag, holding the bag of gold coins close. With a powerful rear claw, it snatched up the dead stag and flew away, hoping that distance would ease the guilt that it was feeling for having killed the man for his gold.
Ferno found a small hollow between two hills a few miles away and landed there. It ate the stag ravenously, then it curled its massive body around the small sack of gold. It didn’t know why it needed the precious metal so much, but something about the gold was intoxicating. It wanted to feel the cold metal on its scaly hide, but it didn’t dare risk losing the coins by emptying them out of the bag. Instead, it held the bag tight and fell into a deep sleep as the last few hours of night passed.
*	*	*
Zollin’s trip into Felson was uneventful. The town was quickly growing. When Bartoom had raided villages in the north over a year ago, many of the survivors ended up staying in Felson. There was also a large garrison with a tall watchtower just north of the city, which of course allowed a thriving trade for brothels and taverns. There were a number of inns that Zollin could have stayed in, but his first stop was to the home of Miriam, an animal healer and former lover of his father’s. Miriam had a nice home and a large barn for the animals she took in. She was a talented healer, with a magical gift that helped her understand what ailed most creatures.
Zollin hoped that Brianna had stopped in Felson. It was on the way south from where she had parted ways with Zollin just outside the Northern Highlands. If she did stop in Felson, she would have almost certainly made contact with Miriam, and Zollin needed to know all he could find out about where Brianna had gone and when.
He walked up to the wide porch of Miriam’s home and knocked on the door. After a moment a young girl answered. She was wearing an apron and had her long hair tied back in a loose ponytail.
“Can I help you?” she asked politely.
“I hope so,” Zollin said. “I’m looking for Miriam.”
“She is here. May I tell her who is calling?”
“Yes, my name is Zollin.”
“Zollin,” the girl repeated.
“That’s right.”
She nodded then closed the door. Zollin stepped back and waited. Miriam was known for taking in children who had lost their parents. She had strong ideas about how a person should behave, including how Zollin dealt with outlaws. She was a believer in second chances, and Zollin hoped she would be willing to give him one—or at least share with him anything she knew about Brianna.
The door opened again, and Miriam smiled at him. She looked older, tired, and just a little bit frazzled. He smiled back, hoping that she would welcome him.
“Zollin, it’s been a long time,” she said, closing the door behind her as she stepped out onto the porch. “Is you father here?”
“No,” Zollin said. “I’m alone. Well, not exactly alone, but Ferno didn’t come into the city.”
“That’s wise,” Miriam said. “Dragons aren’t really welcome here these days.”
“That’s part of what I wanted to speak to you about. Have you by any chance seen Brianna?”
“No, I haven’t. But I have heard that she passed this way recently. Is everything all right with the two of you? I heard about the wedding. Congratulations.”
“Thank you,” Zollin said. “There’s nothing wrong, but we got separated, and I was hoping to find her.”
“Well, take this news with a grain of salt. Vivi, my new helper,” Miriam waved toward the house, “heard this from some of the other children. There are rumors that the soldiers went to confront Brianna and her dragon. At least I’m assuming it was Brianna. The stories are pretty fantastic, so I’m not sure what to believe.”
“Why did the soldiers need to confront her?” Zollin asked. “Did she do something wrong?”
“No, I believe they did it to prove something. Most of the soldiers in the garrison are young. They didn’t fight in the Witch’s War, but they’re eager to test themselves.”
“What happened?” Zollin asked.
“What you might expect. They bit off more than they could chew.”
“How many died?”
“None died, which is why I suspected that they confronted Brianna. The rumors are that they found a woman—they’re calling her a dragon keeper,” Miriam smiled, “and that they captured her. But then of course she called her dragon to rescue her, but the soldiers held the beast at bay.”
“That sounds a little self-serving,” Zollin said.
“Indeed. But here is the interesting part. The soldiers say another beast attacked Brianna’s dragon and took it down. There’s rumors it was a phoenix.”
“Really?” Zollin said.
“Just rumors, so it’s hard to know what actually happened. I don’t know who is exaggerating more—the soldiers or the children who told Vivi.”
“So what happened?”
“The soldiers say that the woman escaped using magical powers, killed the phoenix, and then escaped on the dragon.”
“When did this happen?”
“A week ago,” Miriam said. “That’s all I know.”
“I can find out more. I really appreciate your help.”
“Is your father well?”
“He is. He’s living in Brighton’s Gate. We all are, at least close by there at any rate.”
“Does he ever mention me?”
“He does. He has nothing but kind things to say about you.”
“I wish I had met him sooner, when we weren’t so set in our ways.”
“You made a good match,” Zollin said, feeling just a little bit uncomfortable.
“Well, it’s all water under the bridge as they say. I have my life here, and it’s a busy one, but we always have room for one more. Would you like to stay with us tonight?”
It was getting dark, and Zollin did need a place to stay, but he also needed to find out more about the soldier’s encounter with Brianna and Sorva. Fortunately, he knew just how to get the information he needed.
“Thank you, but I need to get a little more information about Brianna. I’ll stay at one of the inns tonight. I’m going to Baskla for King Hausey, but I’ll be back, hopefully with more time to spare.”
“That would be nice,” Miriam said.
“Thank you so much for your help.”
“It’s good to see you Zollin. Take care of yourself and tell your father I send my love.”
“I will,” Zollin said.
He left Miriam’s home with a sense of melancholy that he didn’t like. His father had left Miriam after giving their relationship a real effort, but even though they both had strong feelings for one another, living together was just too difficult. They had parted as friends, but it seemed to Zollin that Miriam at least still had strong feelings for Quinn. Zollin guessed that his father had strong feelings as well, but Quinn was never one to talk about or even express his feelings, other than frustration and impatience with Zollin.
Most small towns settled as night fell. A few locals could be counted on to gather in common places like an inn or café, but in Felson there was hint of excitement in the air as night fell. The town had a large population of young people and plenty of places for letting off steam. Zollin needed to find a place that was popular with the soldiers who were stationed at the nearby garrison. He knew what to look for and found a tavern that seemed especially busy. There were men drinking, others gambling, and still others eyeing an attractive young wench who worked out of a back room in the tavern.
Zollin went to the bar and ordered himself an ale. The drink came in a wooden mug. It was frothy and just a tiny bit bitter, but Zollin drank it just the same. Halfway through the drink, he couldn’t taste the bitter anymore and he turned to look around the room. There were lanterns hanging over most of the tables, and a dice game was being carried out in a corner near the fireplace. On the opposite side of the room, the tavern was darker. A row of tables with benches on either side was positioned near the wall. Only one man sat in the gloom. It was easy to see that he was a soldier, since he was wearing the standard uniform of the light cavalry. He did not look happy, and he watched the young wench’s every move.
Zollin ordered more ale and went over to the table. He circled around to the far side and moved over beside the soldier.
“You mind if I sit here?” Zollin said, setting down the pitcher of ale the tavern keeper had given him.
The soldier shrugged his shoulders.
“I hate to drink alone,” Zollin said. “More ale?”
He lifted the pitcher, refilling his own mug; then once the soldier nodded, he filled the nearly empty mug in front of the gloomy man as well.
“Fine evening,” Zollin said. “Snow’s coming, though.”
“That’s just great. Nothing like a long patrol in freezing cold weather,” he grumbled.
“You’re a soldier?” 
The man nodded.
“You don’t say,” Zollin said, pretending he hadn’t noticed the uniform. “I’m passing through on the king’s business. Can’t talk about that, though.”
Zollin chuckled, but the soldier didn’t join in.
“Lovely young wench,” Zollin said. “I’ve a wife at home, but in different circumstances I’d be a customer. Why aren’t you over there charming her instead of drinking with me?”
“I was cheated,” the soldier grumbled. “Lost my coins.”
“Ah, that is unfortunate,” Zollin said. “But perhaps we can help each other.”
Zollin poured the soldier more ale.
“I don’t need your charity,” the soldier said angrily.
“I’m not looking for charity, I’m looking for information. And perhaps a little financial gain as well. I tell you what. I know a way to turn our luck around and get you a little revenge in the process. Did you lose your money at cards or dice?”
“Dice,” the soldier said.
“Excellent. Now, I’m looking for information about the woman with the dragon and the incident with your unit.”
“I’m not supposed to talk about that,” the man said.
“Of course not. What commander wants his troops talking about their missions? None, but the men do, and I can guarantee it will be worth your while.”
“Why me?” the soldier asked.
“Because what I need is the honest truth,” Zollin said, his voice firm. “I want to know exactly what happened and I’ll know if you’re lying.”
The man looked at him skeptically, and Zollin knew he would have to prove himself to the soldier. He didn’t mind displaying his power, but the last time he was in Felson, he had been put on trial by the local garrisonfor breaking Mansel out of their holding cell, which happened to be inside the nearby fort. The last thing Zollin wanted to do was draw attention to the fact that he was back in Felson, alone. He didn’t need trouble if any of the soldiers remembered him and might be looking for payback.
“Take a look at your ale,” Zollin said, letting his magic flow into the mug.
It didn’t take much magical effort to swirl the frothy liquid. The man looked at his drink, then at Zollin, who was staring straight ahead with his hands on the table.
“How are you doing that?” the soldier asked.
“It’s just one of my skills, along with knowing when people tell the truth. Are you ready to help me and get a little revenge? I guarantee you’ll have enough coin to keep that wench entertained all night.”
“All right, what do I do?”
“Just take these silver marks and join the game.” Zollin slid two coins toward the soldier. “When it’s your turn to cast the dice, bet one coin. You’ll win three times, lose once, then three more times.”
“How do you know that?” the soldier asked.
“I just do. What do you have to lose?”
The soldier shrugged, got up from the table, and went over to the dice game. It was obvious that the man in charge of the game was happy to see the soldier returning. Zollin got the distinct impression that the leader of the game was a cheat. He probably had one or two accomplices in the game that he pretended not to know. His allies would win; the soldiers who played the game would lose. Not that cheating was necessary—the odds were always against the player, but that never seemed to stop some people from breaking the rules.
Zollin had played dice before, mostly with Todrick when they were growing up in Tranaugh Shire, but he’d never actually bet money on the game. He never understood why some people believed so strongly in luck. Quinn had always taught Zollin that there were no shortcuts in life and that the harder he worked, the luckier he was apt to be.
Zollin let his magical senses flow into the game. He could feel each person crowded around the soldier who had the dice. He could even sense that something about the dice didn’t seem right. They were hollow with a weighted peg inside. That was how the leader of the game cheated. Depending on how the dice were held and the way they were thrown, the caster could make the dice come up on any side he wanted. But of course, the soldier didn’t know that. His first throw landed as nine, which meant his next throw needed to be a nine as well. It could be any combination of the two dice that equaled nine: six and three, or five and four.
The soldier shook the dice. Zollin could feel the man’s heart pounding away inside his chest. When he threw the dice, Zollin used his magic to make sure the right numbers came up. The crowd cheered, including the man in charge, who paid the soldier two silver marks.
“Let it ride,” the soldier said.
He cast the dice, and this time it came up four. He shook the dice and made his second throw. Once again Zollin used magic to get the right outcome. More cheering, only this time the man in charge wasn’t very enthusiastic. He paid out the four silver marks, and the soldier bet it all again.
“I can feel the luck,” he shouted. “I can feel it in my bones!”
He threw the dice. It landed on seven. Bets were placed, and Zollin once again ensured that the soldier won. The man in charge of the game was looking nervous, and Zollin guessed he suspected the soldier of cheating, but he had no proof. The soldier didn’t even look at the dice before rolling them and always shook the small, ivory cubes vigorously before casting them.
“Pay up!” the soldier said, holding his hand out eagerly.
“You’re a lucky guy,” the man said.
“Sixteen marks!” the soldier crowed. “That’s a week’s wages! Thank you, boys, I’m through.”
“No you’re not,” the man in charge of the game said, taking hold of the soldier’s elbow. “Give us a chance to win our money back.”
“You don’t want none of this lucky streak,” the soldier said. “I don’t plan to lose.”
“That’s what you said earlier. Place a bet—let’s see how long your luck holds.”
“All right, but I’m putting this nest egg away.”
The soldier dropped most of the coins into the little pouch on his belt. Then he placed two silver marks on the ground.”
“Two marks? You aren’t very confident,” the game leader said.
“I don’t want to take everything you’ve got. This was your idea, remember.”
“I remember. Roll the dice.”
The man in charge of the game was getting angry. The soldier rolled a five, and this time Zollin didn’t help him. When he cast the dice again, it came up eleven.
“Luck’s over,” the game master said merrily.
“I can get it back,” said the soldier.
“Sure you can. Place your bet.”
The soldier fished two more marks out of his pouch. He set the money on the floor in front of the man who ran the game and picked up the dice. When the soldier won, the man in charge began looking around. He knew something was amiss but he couldn’t spot it. Zollin wasn’t even watching the game; instead he stared into his mug of ale, but his magical senses took in everything that was happening.
The soldier bet four marks on the next game and won again, but this time he made the mistake of glancing back at Zollin. The young wizard pretended not to notice, but the master of the game noticed. And while Zollin knew that the man had no idea how the soldier was winning, he knew it had something to do with Zollin.
“Last game,” the soldier said. “Last game.”
“You are very lucky,” the leader of the game said.
“It’s a perfect night,” the soldier said.
“Everyone place your bets,” the man announced.
No one noticed when the master of the game switched the dice, except for Zollin. It was the man’s failsafe. The new dice were loaded on one side. When the soldier cast them, they came up snake eyes.
“The deadly cast!” the game leader said. “Would you care to increase your bet!?”
Normally, rolling a two was a terrible cast; since there was only one way to roll the same number again, it doubled the odds against the caster. But the soldier had confidence in Zollin and he emptied his coin pouch, adding fourteen marks to the eight he was already betting.
“Twenty-two marks!” one of the other players crowed.
“A rich man’s bet,” the game master said.
“I can feel the luck,” the soldier said.
The dice were once again exchanged without being noticed. Zollin could tell that one of the new dice didn’t have a single dot on one side as it should have. It was impossible to cast a two, and there was nothing Zollin could do to help without revealing himself to the men running the game. Zollin could feel the game master’s stare as the soldier rolled the dice. Zollin didn’t bother helping; he knew there was nothing he could do.
The dice came up eight, and the men watching all booed. The soldier looked shocked, but the game master quickly snatched up the dice, along with the silver marks he’d cheated the soldier out of.
“That’s not right,” the soldier said, his voice too loud.
“Sorry, kid. You can’t win them all,” the man running the game said.
“Especially not with loaded dice,” Zollin said from across the room.
The fight broke out quickly, with the two men helping the man running the game each punching one of the other players. A tavern brawl was nothing new, and the soldiers who had lost money were more than happy to take out their frustrations on one another. Zollin didn’t even look up as the man running the game hurried out of the tavern, but Zollin knew he couldn’t let the man get away with his crooked game.
The soldier who had lost everything hurried back to Zollin, who was getting up from behind the long table.
“What happened?” he cried.
“We were cheated,” Zollin said.
“I thought you said I would win!”
“You would have, but the dice he used couldn’t roll a two, since one of the dice didn’t have the standard one.”
“Bastard!” the soldier called, turning for the door.
“No,” Zollin said. “Let me handle this. We had a deal. I’ll get your money.”
“You better be right,” the soldier warned him.
Zollin had to resist the smile that wanted to cross his face. “Don’t worry, I am.”




Chapter 9
The night was growing bitterly cold. As soon as Zollin stepped outside the tavern, he could see his breath forming steamy clouds every time he exhaled. He hurried down the street after the man who had been running the game. The man didn’t go far before slipping into a rowdy brothel. Zollin followed him inside.
The brothel was a large structure, with a wide room where drinks were being served by women in revealing clothing. There were men all around the room, some entertaining the wenches, others huddled together for private conversations. Zollin could tell almost immediately the brothel was a gathering place for people with shady business dealings. The man who had run the dice game in the tavern was now talking urgently to a man at a small table. Two hulking figures stood like statues behind them.
Zollin approached the group slowly. His heart was beginning to speed up as he wondered just what he was getting himself into. He had only lost two silver marks, and there were probably other ways to get the information he needed about Brianna, but he didn’t have a lot of coin left, and he didn’t like the idea of walking away from a cheat when it was in his power to do something about it.
When the cheater noticed Zollin approaching, his eyes grew wide. Zollin wasn’t close enough to hear what was being said, but he could read the man’s lips.
That’s the man I was telling you about.
Zollin felt a lump forming in his throat but he refused to back down. His hands felt shaky, and his knees threatened to buckle. He wasn’t sure why he felt so afraid, but the confrontation was trigging some deep memories. He had been bullied as a child, even beaten up a time or two, although he’d managed to keep his father from knowing. Now he was facing the ultimate bullies, but something inside told him that these men wouldn’t simply hurt him. They were killers. Even with his magical power, Zollin felt fear creeping over him.
“Hello,” said the man at the table. “It seems you are a man of talent.”
“Your friend owes me money,” Zollin said.
“Gambling is a risky affair,” the seated man said. “Please, have a seat. My name is Murtah, and this is Gribbs.”
“I think I’ll just take the 22 silver marks you owe me and be on my way,” Zollin said to the man named Gribbs.
“I’ll give you the coin after we talk,” Murtah said. “Otherwise, my valets will have to show you out.”
Zollin knew he could overcome the group as long as he didn’t give away too much information about his powers. Once the fighting started, he would have to end things quickly, but starting a brawl might land him in hot water with the soldiers who patrolled through the town as peacekeepers. Zollin still didn’t want to attract undue attention, so he sat down.
“Would you like something to drink?”
“No,” Zollin said. “Look, I’m just passing through Felson. I need some information from one of the soldiers, then I’ll move on. I need the coin your friend stole.”
“According to him, you were rigging the game,” Murtah said.
“That’s rich, since he was playing with loaded dice and switched them between casts as well.”
“You were right,” Murtah said to Gribbs. “He has skills.”
“I don’t want trouble, just the coin. I’ll settle for half.”
“Why settle at all?” Murtah said. “I’m always looking for men with talents. We could make a lot of money, you and I.”
“I’m not interested in making a lot of money,” Zollin said. “Just the silver that’s due me. Then I’ll move on.”
“Well, that’s rather disappointing,” said Murtah. “You seem like a reasonable man.”
“And you seem like someone who knows how to survive. I’m telling you I want the coins and I’m not leaving without them.”
“I don’t like to be threatened,” Murtah said, his eyes narrowing and his voice losing the jovial quality it had before.
Zollin knew he was dealing with a hard man, and he let his magical senses spread out until he could feel everything in the room. He knew what was about to happen and he needed a distraction so that, when the story was told, no one would think that magic was involved.
It only took a little effort to knock over a mug full of ale onto the back of a large man across the room. The person holding the mug looked surprised when his drink suddenly turned and sloshed across the big man’s coat. The big man jumped up, turning suddenly and then punching the man whose drink Zollin had spilled hard. In an instant the far side of the room was embroiled in a wild, drunken brawl.
Zollin saw Murtah take in the situation with a single glance, then with a small movement of his hand, he signaled the two large men behind him to move in. Zollin had to admit he was impressed with how quickly Murtah’s mind worked. In an instant he recognized that the brawl would work to his advantage and sent his henchmen in to deal with Zollin.
The young wizard levitated two lamps from the far end of the room and sent them flying toward the two men. No one had thrown the lamps, but with half of the room fighting, it would be impossible to prove that they hadn’t been thrown. In all the commotion, the two hulking figures saw the lamps too late. Both hit their targets directly in the chest, engulfing both men in fire. Gribbs started to flee, but Zollin hooked his foot in front of the gambler, sending him sprawling.
Murtah had been shocked when his men staggered back, but then he turned back to face Zollin, a look of murderous hatred in his eyes.
“You’ll regret this,” he snarled.
Zollin was tempted to use his magic to stop Murtah’s heart from beating. In all the commotion, he would appear as if he had been frightened to death or that the strain had caused his heart to give out. But Zollin didn’t want to use his powers to murder people. Burning the hulking thugs had been self-defense, but Murtah wasn’t a threat at that moment.
Zollin bent down and snatched the coin pouch from Gribbs’ belt. He straightened, poured the coins on the table, and scooped up a handful, leaving the rest.
“Why don’t we just call things even?” Zollin said.
“You’re a dead man!” Murtah screamed, but Zollin was already on his feet and turning away.
He kept his magical senses attuned to what was happening all around him. The last thing he wanted was to be stabbed in the back, which was exactly the kind of thing a man like Murtah would do, but no attack came. Zollin was careful, weaving past several men who were swinging wild punches at anyone who came in range. Zollin had never understood the appeal of a tavern brawl. He slipped out the door of the brothel without incident.
The cold air shocked Zollin’s system, and he realized just how badly he was shaking. Luckily, he would just appear to be cold if anyone saw him. He wrapped his cloak tight around his shoulders and hurried back toward the tavern. When he stepped inside, he saw the soldier nursing a mug of ale at the same long table where he’d met Zollin; only this time he wasn’t alone. The young wench was sitting beside him, leaning a little too close and laughing a little too loud at his jokes.
Zollin hoped for the soldier’s sake that he hadn’t fallen in love with the girl. She obviously saw him merely as a customer, but Zollin would let him discover that nugget of truth on his own. He walked over, dropped ten silver marks into the man’s hand, and then settled on the bench as the soldier hurried out of the room with the wench.
Warm, mulled wine settled Zollin’s nerves, and he wished the tavern served food. He felt slightly drained from casting his spells in the brothel, but not as taxed as he expected. It made him happy to realize that he was growing stronger. The Star Stone that Zollin had discovered in the caverns of the dwarves seemed to have increased his magic or at least the rate at which it was returning to him.
A half hour later the soldier appeared from the back room of the tavern. He looked almost silly. His hair was awry, and he was adjusting his belt. Zollin felt a little embarrassed, but the soldier did not seem to notice. He made his way back over to Zollin and dropped lightly onto the bench beside the young wizard.
“That was well worth any trouble you had to go through,” the soldier said in a conspiratorial tone. “I am in your debt.”
“You can repay that debt with some information.”
“About the dragon?”
“That’s right,” Zollin said. “I need the details, no exaggeration.”
“All right, it was a week ago. We got word there was a dragon nearby so we rode out in heavy armor. We found the dragon keeper just before sunset. She’s a beautiful woman, the kind a man doesn’t tend to forget.”
Zollin swallowed hard, trying not to react to hearing the soldier talk in a suggestive manner about his wife.
“We ordered her to surrender; she refused. I expected that we would take her into custody, but she cast some type of fire spell that spooked the horses. Some of our men took shots at her with their bows, but then the dragon came flying toward our position. It could have killed us all, but instead it just breathed fire into the air and roared at us. A lot of soldiers were hurt when their horses bolted, but nothing serious. Our commander was trying to rally us for an attack when another creature attacked the dragon.”
“Something attacked the dragon?” Zollin asked.
“Yes, it was a giant bird. Like an eagle or a falcon, only it was almost as big as the dragon. I’ve never even heard of a bird that large. The bird snapped the dragon’s wing, and the next thing I know, the beautiful dragon keeper is running through our lines toward the dragon. She jumps into the air and attacks the bird with a fire spell. It was the craziest, most courageous thing I ever saw. Her fire spell hit the bird, and it fell out of the sky like a stone and burst into flames so bright I had to look away.
“For a long time, we just watched as the bird burned and the dragon lay on the ground nearby. Our commander tried to get us to form up and go after the woman again, but we knew better. Then, out of the flames of the burning bird’s body, came another bird, much smaller. It squawked and flew up into the sky. Some people said it was a phoenix, but I wasn’t close enough to see it clearly. We got our injured back on their horses, the ones that we could catch anyway, and rode back to the fort.”
“And that’s all?” Zollin said. “You didn’t hurt the woman?”
“No, we were lucky she didn’t hurt us.”
“Did you hear where she went next?”
“No,” the soldier said. “That was our first and hopefully our last encounter with a dragon. Now the dragon keeper, I could risk a few burns to see her again.”
Zollin nodded. “You’ve been a big help. You said that this took place a week ago?”
“A week ago yesterday,” the soldier said.
Zollin stood up. He needed to find a place to rest for the night, hopefully one with some decent food. He still had ten silver marks in his pouch thanks to the game of dice, and he dropped one on the table to pay for their drinks.
As Zollin headed for the door, he noticed that the wench was back in the tavern, looking for another customer. He felt bad for the girl, but she didn’t seem to mind selling her body to the soldiers who came to the tavern. And Zollin hoped that the soldier who had given him the information about Brianna wouldn’t be too heartbroken when he saw the wench flirting with a group of men closer to the bar.
Several hours had passed since sunset, but in the seedier part of Felson, the night was still young. Zollin decided he would try to find an inn on the other side of town. He was wandering through the dark streets, his mind on the story the soldier had told him about Brianna, and almost didn’t notice the men rushing toward him out of the shadows before it was too late.




Chapter 10
Crossing the mountains at the start of winter was possible, but with both Quinn and Mansel injured, the crossing was slow. More than once they were forced to dismount and break a trail through snow that was as high as their waists. Quinn, with broken ribs, was unable to help, so Mansel was left to do the work, even though his leg seemed to get worse instead of better as time went on.
There was very little fuel for fires, which meant long, cold nights. Both men huddled together trying desperately to survive the journey. When Quinn grew feverish and lethargic, Mansel knew he had to get his mentor out of the mountains. He tied Quinn to the saddle and led the horses through the night. Finding their way wasn’t difficult; the pass through the mountains was easy to follow, but the terrain was unforgiving.
Mansel couldn’t help but think of their first trip through the mountains. Mansel, Quinn, Brianna, and Zollin had been fleeing the wizards who wanted to capture Zollin. That had been a difficult trip, but they had crossed through the mountain pass just before the snows set in. Mansel made his second trip through the Highlands with Zollin, but that had been in the spring after the snow was mostly melted. Traveling through the passes in the winter was always dangerous, but it seemed even more deadly to him as the snow piled up around his feet, which he could barely feel.
Leading his horse occasionally was purely a necessity, and Mansel walked beside the horse whenever he could so that he could hold the saddle and take some of the stress off his injured leg. The oversized wolverine alpha had clawed at Mansel’s leg, leaving a nasty gash on his calf muscle. And the animal’s long claws had gouged furrows in his shoulders as well. The wounds weren’t deadly, but they were slow to heal and left Mansel sore. He walked slowly, embracing the pain with each step and telling himself how much more he deserved for not being with Nycol when she needed him most.
He still couldn’t believe she was dead. He felt her absence as if there were a gaping hole right in the middle of his body. And nothing he could do dulled the pain. Even his physical injuries seemed slight in comparison. If not for Quinn, he might have simply laid down in the snow and died, but he wouldn’t let Quinn die because of him. Mansel didn’t want to let anyone he cared about down ever again.
“We can build it on the hilltop,” Quinn mumbled.
He was hallucinating. Mansel knew his friend needed rest, a roaring fire, and perhaps even a healer, but none of those things would be found in the mountains. If they could get to the forest, they would at least have fuel for a decent fire, and perhaps a few days of rest wouldn’t hurt. They didn’t have much in the way of rations either, and in the forest Mansel could hunt. It was the hope that things might get better once they reached the far side of the Highlands that drove him forward.
They trudged into another day, and it was just after a gray, uninspiring dawn that he first heard the grunt of the giant bruin. Bears weren’t common in the Highlands, and those that lived among the rugged mountains should have been hibernating. But the grunt was unmistakable, a sort of low-pitched, rumbling grunt that sounded partly like the animal was tired, but also like it was insatiably hungry.
Mansel and Quinn would have made fine meals for a hungry bear, but the horses were enough to gorge even the biggest of the mountain bruins. Mansel looked around, but the bear was nowhere to be seen. The big warrior was in a small ravine between two taller sections of the mountain pass, which meandered around the base of the mountains, sometimes climbing smaller sections or circling around steep cliff faces. Most of the journey was either climbing or descending a narrow path with steep hills on either side of the trail. But occasionally the pass ran through a ravine that was somewhat sheltered from the elements and relatively level. Mansel had been grateful for the ravine when he entered it, since it wasn’t too steep and the snow was barely above the toe of his boots, but it was not the kind of place to fend off an attack of any kind.
Had the bruin been capable of strategic thought, it would have considered the ravine a perfect place for an ambush, but Mansel didn’t give the creature that much credit. The pass was used by travelers, but most of the mountain creatures avoided it. He stopped the horses and checked his sword. The biggest threat at that moment was that the bear would spook the horses. Mansel knew that they had heard the threat just as clearly as he had. The bear was following their scent, and sooner or later it would find them. When it did, the horses would run for their lives. In normal circumstances the horses could outrun the bear, but in the Highlands there were too many obstacles. A horse galloping through the pass was sure to break a leg or at the very least come up lame, which only postponed the inevitable.
“All right,” Mansel said to his mount. “We’ve only got one option here.”
He turned the horse and tied its reins to the back of Quinn’s saddle. Then he tied Quinn’s mount to the back of his own. There wasn’t a better option to keep the horses together. The rocks and outcroppings weren't suitable for securing their mounts, and there were no trees or even scrub brushes to tie the horses to. By connecting them together and having them face opposite directions, they would only turn circles if they tried to flee.
“You, my good man, better come away from these horses.”
He untied Quinn from the saddle. The older man groaned in pain as Mansel pulled him down. There was no way to keep Quinn’s ribs from hurting him as he was pulled from the saddle. But while the restraints might keep him from falling off a slow-moving horse, they wouldn’t keep him safe if the horses panicked.
Mansel carried his mentor several feet away and set him down as gently as he could, propping him against a relatively smooth section of rock.
“When the baby comes,” Quinn said, suddenly staring deep into Mansel’s eyes, “we’ll be so happy.”
“Yes,” Mansel said, knowing that his mentor was talking about Zollin, not his grandchild that Brianna and Zollin were expecting. Quinn was seeing his wife and remembering their lives before she died giving birth to Zollin. It was a tragic loss that Mansel understood now more than ever, and one that he knew his closest friend understood about him.
He left his friend and scrambled up the side of the ravine. His hands hurt from the cold, his arms felt stiff, and his leg felt numb, but he felt better than he had since the trip began, knowing that he would soon be in a life and death struggle. Fighting was what Mansel was best at. He was a passible carpenter and could have made a living building things, but he excelled with a sword. Combat came as natural to him as breathing, and his only weakness was a tendency to rush into violence without giving his opponent the proper respect.
Mansel knew he wasn’t prepared to hunt a bear. He had a dagger and a sword; both were ill-suited for hunting a beast that was best kept at a distance. What he really needed was a crossbow and a safe place to shoot from, but he had neither. The bear was on the high ground, and Mansel had to stay between the animal and Quinn. Plus, with his own injuries, he didn’t think he could carry Quinn out of the mountains. That meant at least one of the horses needed to survive. Mansel could have left one of their horses behind. A quick slash from his sword could have killed the horse quickly and without much pain. He and Quinn could have taken the other horse and moved on, but there was no guarantee the bear wouldn’t follow them, and if Mansel was being honest, he wanted to fight. If the bear killed him, it would be doing him a favor, so he saw no downside. Plus he could take out his aggression on the beast and harvest the skin. If the bear was big enough, the thick, shaggy hide would cover both Quinn and Mansel at night. At the very least, it would keep Quinn warmer than he was now and give them some fresh meat. All he needed to do was kill the giant bruin.
The terrain above the ravine was not much better; it still sloped up, just not quite so sharp as below. Fortunately there was a tree and several bushes growing above the ravine. Mansel hadn’t been able to see the tree from below, but on the top of the ravine, he could see the tree, the bushes, and a good place to make his attack. He could also see the bear, which was watching him right back. The huge, shaggy bear stood on all four feet with its head held high. There was a large hump between the shoulders of beast, and its back sloped down toward its slightly smaller haunches. It was a dark brown color over most of its body, but with silver-tipped fur around its broad face and shoulders.
Mansel moved forward quickly, wanting to get away from the ravine and onto the more stable ground. The bear stood up on its hind legs and roared. Mansel could see that, rearing up, the bear was taller than he was. He pulled his sword out of the leather sheath and immediately felt a spike in his energy. The pain in his body seemed to fade away, and his frown of determination changed into a smile as he rushed toward the bear.
For a moment the bear looked confused. It obviously wasn’t accustomed to having other creatures attack it, but as Mansel drew near, it dropped to all fours and charged. Mansel had no chance going toe to toe with the mighty bruin. Instead he jumped to the side at the last minute and swung his sword around in a tight arc aimed at the massive paw that swiped at him. The sword sank into the bear’s paw, but it didn’t sever the limb. Mansel jerked back on his weapon as the bear skittered backward in pain.
Mansel knew that the bear’s shaggy fur would make slashing attacks almost useless. Some barbarian raiders from the northern side of the Great Valley wore bear fur like armor. Even well honed blades like Death’s Eye had trouble cutting through the thick, bristling fur. What Mansel needed was a chance to thrust his sword into the bear. The weapon needed to cut deep to have any chance of killing the creature. Mansel didn’t have the luxury of a prolonged fight.
The bear overcame the pain in its paw quickly, rearing up on its hind legs and towering over Mansel, who shifted back out of the bear’s reach. The animal roared angrily and staggered forward, but it wasn’t as fast on two feet. Mansel once more jumped to the side, this time thrusting his sword into the bear’s back as he moved around the animal. The bear dropped to all fours almost immediately, and Mansel lost his grip on the sword.
As soon as Death’s Eye left his hand, he felt fatigue slam into him. His arms and legs felt heavy and sluggish. Fear seized his mind, almost paralyzing him. Luckily, the bear didn’t want to continue the fight. It was limping away with the sword still in its back, just above the rump. It staggered forward, the rear leg dragging a little, obviously in great pain. The bear tried to reach the sword and knock it away, but it couldn’t reach the weapon.
Mansel knew his chance to save Quinn and their horses was slipping away. He was no longer between the bear and the ravine. Worse yet, if he didn’t do something soon, he would lose the sword that Zollin had given him. Without any more thought to his own safety, he rushed forward and jumped onto the bear’s rump. The bear tried to spin around as it saw him coming, but twisting caused it more pain, slowing it even further. Mansel grabbed the sword, immediately feeling his strength return as he jammed the weapon deeper in to the bear. He was forced to leap away again as the bear fell onto its side.
The wounded animal struggled to get back up but it couldn’t. The sword had reached its stomach, and the poor creature was dying but still dangerous. Mansel didn’t know if pulling the sword free would allow the bear to attack him again, but he didn’t want to see it linger in agony. Death was unavoidable, so Mansel took a deep breath and rushed in again. The bear roared at him and made a feeble swipe with a forepaw, but the dying creature couldn’t reach him. Mansel jerked the sword free, then quickly stepped forward, stabbing the bear again just behind the massive shoulder and driving the blade down deep.
The killing stroke ended the bear’s pain. It dropped the massive head, the tongue lolling to the side, and gave one last grunt. The danger had passed, at least for the moment. Mansel knew that he couldn’t stay in the ravine. He needed to harvest what he could from the bear and press on with Quinn as quickly as possible. Fortunately, he now had a warm bearskin and fresh meat that might help Quinn's condition improve. And there was also wood nearby that could be used to make them a decent fire. All in all, Mansel felt like perhaps their luck was turning at last.




Chapter 11
Occasionally Lorik heard screams from inside the castle, but he waited, stern-faced, as the crowds gathered in the larger courtyards around the front of the large fortress. The sun was shining, but it seemed pale, and there was no warmth to it at all. The wind was cold, and some of the people stamped their feet as they waited for Lorik to speak. He looked resplendent in his black armor. The long, hard plates rose up his chest and curved over his massive shoulders. His face was covered by the spiked helmet, and he rested his left arm on the unique pommel of the long-handled sword that hung from his belt.
The Swords of Acromin were very similar. Both had long blades that ran straight out from the handle then curved up slightly at the end to form a point. The back side of the blade was serrated and incredibly strong; the front was razor sharp. Both had similar hand guards, which were made like a simple cross piece to protect the hand, both covered in silver and engraved with designs that showed the magnificent tree villages of the Drery Dru. The handles themselves were covered in a hairy tree bark and wrapped with silver and gold thread. The sword that hung from Lorik’s right hip had a normal two-handed grip, but the one on his left had a long handle that could be locked onto the pommel of the second sword, forming one long weapon with a wide handle in the middle and the blades on either end.
Lorik felt more like himself with his swords strapped around his waist. He felt prepared for any threat and he scanned the crowds, rooftops, and city walls for any sign of resistance, but there appeared to be none. The crowd looked frightened, and Lorik couldn’t fault them for that. Behind him, high on the side of the castle, hung the bodies of Yettlebor and Issalyn. They were a grotesque pair; both bodies dripped blood as the carrion birds feasted on their flesh.
“What do you see?” Lorik shouted at the crowd that immediately fell silent. “Do you see your king and queen? No, you see only the dead.”
Lorik waved his massive arm at the bodies high on the castle wall.
“Yettlebor was an imposter. He was not even from our kingdom. You should not have tolerated his rule, but I will take some responsibility for that. I was not ready to rule, and in my absence a greedy foreigner took up residence. But as you can see, he has been rooted out along with any of his soldiers who dared face me.”
“Who are you, lord?” shouted someone in the crowd.
“You know who I am. I am the protector of Ortis, the defender of the weak, and I have become the judge and executioner of Ort City. I am here to return Ortis to greatness and lead you spineless lot back into prosperity. I am Lorik, your king.”
The crowd cheered, but Lorik felt no adulation. In fact, he only despised the citizens more for their timidity. They had accepted Yettlebor because it was easier than resisting. And now they accepted Lorik for the same reason. And in return he felt no love for them in his heart. They were the same people that had jeered and ridiculed him when he was Yettlebor’s prisoner. The darkness inside him prompted him to slay the disloyal hordes, but he refrained, biting back his anger.
“If you were a soldier serving under Yettlebor, you now have two choices. You may come and swear fealty to me. Or you may leave Ortis forever. If you do not, you will die.”
The crowd murmured at this, but Lorik didn’t care. He was through with mercy. He no longer believed in the good of people. All he saw before him were sheep, listless and disloyal. He would rule them because they were Ortisians, but he had no compassion for them.
“Return to your lives,” he commanded. “There will be no more punishment for your disloyalty, but from this moment forward, you shall serve me. We will root out lawlessness and return this kingdom to its rightful people.”
A few people clapped and cheered, but most of the crowd was too cowed to respond.
“If you served in the castle, you may return. There is much to be done, and I will not tolerate laziness. Ortis will be great again, and it will start in Ort City, in this very fortress. Remove the dead—scrub their traitorous blood from the walls and floors. Tonight we shall feast together to celebrate my reign.”
This time there was more cheering. As Lorik turned back into the castle, he saw many of the servants hurrying back toward the rear entrances, where they had easy access to the kitchens and storerooms. Lorik saw Kierian lurking in the shadows, watching him and the crowd. He did not bother to call for her. She would return to him when she was ready.
The great hall seemed gloomy, but before Lorik could stride across the length of the massive room, servants appeared. A fire was kindled in the huge hearth, and torches along the walls were lit. The feasting hall brightened considerably, and soon the smell of baking bread wafted in, making Lorik’s stomach growl.
The dark magic was powerful enough to sustain Lorik for days without food or water, but his flesh still craved sustenance and occasionally rest. He would eat at the feast and drink his fill of ale and wine. Then he would sleep, but in the morning he would set out to find Ulber and the band of mercenaries that had played a roll in Vera’s death.
One by one soldiers came into the feasting hall. Most were young men, barely old enough to shave. Yettlebor had recruited the most impressionable young men into his army, which was mainly made up of soldiers from Baskla. The young Ortisians were made to stand watch on the city walls and man the garrison on the far side of Ort City. When Lorik had emptied the castle, those young, impressionable soldiers had no idea what to do. They were frightened but willing to accept Lorik as their lord. They came in and bowed before him, swearing to serve him in life and death. By nightfall nearly a hundred men had formed the first of Lorik’s army.
He sent the oldest men to stand watch on the city walls; the others were allowed to stay for the feast. And it was a magnificent affair. The servants had slaughtered several cows, butchering the bodies and roasting the meat on huge fires. The choicest cuts were taken into the castle, where courtiers and wealthy merchants had slowly returned. Very few approached Lorik, who seemed even more massive on the king’s dais, his huge frame filling the oversized throne. Those who did stammered out their pledge of loyalty. Lorik barely listened; his mind was already pursuing Ulber.
Entertainers came in, and some of the bards had hastily composed songs that retold Lorik’s achievements. The crowd was entertained, but Lorik was more interested in the food. He ate three times as much as any other man and drank ale until his head began to swim. Then, without a word to any of the revelers, he left the feasting hall. He could tell that his absence only made the atmosphere in the great hall more festive.
He climbed to the balcony that overlooked the city and saw the people celebrating in the streets. Torches and bonfires burned throughout the city, casting the streets in bright colors, but Lorik preferred the darkness. He lit no lanterns or torches as he made his way back into the king’s quarters. Everything had been cleaned, including the sheets on the king’s bed. But Yettlebor and Issalyn still hung from the window by the imposter’s own entrails. The smell of rotting flesh was strong. Lorik drew his sword and severed the intestines that held the former king and queen, listening to their bodies fall to the courtyard below with satisfaction.
He refused to sleep in the same bed that Yettlebor had defiled. He would have the servants remove it and a new bed fashioned to support his large frame. In the meantime, he found a guest room, pulled the thick mattress from the bed, and arranged it on the floor by the fireplace. The room was cold, and Lorik kindled a small fire in the hearth. When the light from the fire spilled out into the room, Lorik could see the ghostly form of Spector hovering near the ceiling.
“Make sure no one kills me in my sleep,” he ordered the wraith.
“What makes you think I won’t do it myself?” Spector hissed.
“You won’t kill me, because you want me to suffer,” Lorik said.
“I do indeed.”
“So don’t let anyone else do it for you,” Lorik insisted.
He removed his armor and lay down on the thick mattress. The warmth from the fire felt good, and for a few moments, he felt happy. The darkness that resided inside him seemed to retreat, and the world was practically at his feet in that moment. But then, as he closed his eyes, he saw Vera being held by Yettlebor just before she died. She was staring at Stone, who had fallen to his knees with an arrow embedded in his side. Yettlebor was staring at Lorik with an evil grin, and Vera’s face grew white with fear. She realized what was coming and that no one could save her.
Then the knife plunged in, and Lorik felt the pain of her loss and his helplessness in that moment all over again. Tears flooded from his eyes, and he writhed on his bed. His dreams were haunted by that image over and over again. There was no rest in the darkness, no relief from his guilt. And in his heart, more than ever, he longed to kill everyone responsible, everyone who stood by without helping, and anyone who dared to cross him ever again.




Chapter 12
Zollin raised a magical shield around his body. It happened out of reflex, not thought or planning, but it saved his life. He was knocked to the ground by the men who would have stabbed him with their dark blades had he not seen them running toward him in time. The magic kept the fists and blades from reaching Zollin, but he felt every impact. His magic flared to life, billowing hot inside him like a fire burning out of control.
Without saying a word, blue energy came flooding out of him, crackling and popping like a tiny lightning storm. The dark street was suddenly flooded with light; the two men attacking him stiffened as the energy pulsed through their bodies. Zollin smelled the burning flesh as the men fell to the ground, and he was just getting to his feet when a bolt from a crossbow slammed into his shield. The bolt was so powerful from close range that it nearly tore through the magical barrier.
Zollin staggered back from the force of the blow but managed to stay on his feet. He was angry, and his mind was fully engaged in the fight. He swung his hand over his head, kindling a long tongue of flame that filled the dark street with light. Another bolt was fired at him from a dark nook where the assailants had been waiting to ambush him. Zollin took the bolt on his magical shield, feeding his strength into the invisible bubble that protected him. Then he flung his arm forward, casting the fire at the men in the nook. There were two men, both with crossbows. They had been in the act of reloading but they dropped their weapons and dove out of the nook as the fire crashed into the tight space.
The buildings on either side of the narrow street were made of wood, and the space around the nook caught fire easily. Orange light flooded the narrow street from the flames, but Zollin knew he couldn’t let the buildings burn. He wanted to kill the men who had attacked him, but he had to extinguish the flames first. He sent a wave of magic to smother the flames, keeping his focus on the buildings until he was certain that the fire was put out. The wood was singed and blackened, but not burned enough to be brittle.
When Zollin turned his attention back to the men who had fired the crossbows, he was surprised to see them up and running. He reached out with his magical power, snagging the slower of the two men just before the first raced around the corner and out of sight. Zollin levitated the man back to where he stood and dropped him headfirst onto the ground. The man was screaming hysterically, forcing Zollin to drop to one knee on the man’s chest and clamp his hand down hard over the man’s mouth.
“Shut up or you die,” Zollin threatened.
In the back of his mind, he imagined Miriam’s look of disapproval. He had to shake the memory away. It wasn’t her life in danger, and he hadn’t attacked the men—they had tried to murder him. Their intent was to kill, his was to survive, and Zollin could see nothing wrong with that.
It was dark in the narrow street again, and Zollin waited for a moment, listening to hear if anyone was coming to investigate the panicked screams of the man he’d captured. He knew he should have used his magic to sense if anyone was coming, but he’d overtaxed himself in the heat of battle. He could feel the magic burning hot inside him, almost as if it were roasting his insides. There was a sharp pain in his stomach, but he ignored it, focusing his attention on the man and keeping his magical shield intact around most of his body. The last thing he could afford at that moment was to drop his defenses.
“Who sent you?” Zollin demanded.
The man shook his head, and Zollin leaned closer. He held his free hand up above his assailant’s face and let blue magical energy crackle around his fingers. The spell gave off just enough light for Zollin to see the man’s face. His eyes were open wide with terror, and he was trembling.
Zollin shifted his weight, making it easier for the man to breathe, and removed his hand from the man’s mouth, but he kept his other hand above the assailant’s head, the blue magical energy giving just enough light for Zollin to see by. And of course, it focused the man’s attention on Zollin’s magic, so that his threats carried the weight of his power.
“Who sent you?” Zollin asked again.
“He’ll kill me,” the man said in a hoarse whisper.
“I’ll kill you, the same way I killed your friends,” Zollin threatened. “Tell me who sent you and where he is. I’ll let you walk away from this.”
“Murtah will have me hunted down and killed,” the man whimpered.
“Not if he’s dead,” Zollin said in a cold voice. “You tell me where he is and you can leave Felson forever. At least you’ll have a chance. Otherwise you’re dead where you lie.”
“Okay, okay,” the man said. “He’s in the Crooked Stream. It’s an inn on the outskirts. He does all his work from there.”
“Good. What do I need to know about it?” 
“There’ll be men on the second floor with crossbows,” the assailant said. “And he’ll have men with him in the main room, too. In fact, the entire building will be filled with outlaws. Murtah runs all the games in town, and everyone kicks a percentage of their business up to him. Most of the businesses pay him protection money. He’s got a lot of guys.”
“Any innocents in the building?” Zollin asked, thinking he might just set the whole building on fire and save the town from the entire bunch in one fell swoop.
“He’s got a few people that work for him. An innkeeper, some wenches, and occasionally they keep someone there when they’re working them over or holding them for ransom.”
“All right, and which side of town is this inn on?” Zollin asked.
“The west side,” the man replied. “In the old section.”
“Fine,” Zollin said. “Leave the city and never come back.”
He stood up, and the man scrambled to his feet. It was too dark to see the man running, but he could hear the man’s footsteps as he raced away. Zollin felt a sense of fatigue settle onto him like a heavy fog. He knew he needed food and wine before he did anything else. He moved cautiously out of the narrow street and spotted an inn not very far away. He went there quickly and stepped inside. It was an old building; the innkeeper was an elderly man. The common room was nearly empty, with only one other occupant, who was obviously a friend of the innkeeper.
“You have food?” Zollin asked.
“A little,” the man said. “I don’t get business since my wife died.”
“Get me everything you can,” Zollin said. “And wine.”
He dropped two silver marks on the table. The innkeeper nodded and picked up the coins. Zollin moved toward the fire and took a seat with his back against the wall so he could see what was taking place in the room. The elderly innkeeper returned with a tray of bread and fried potatoes with onions. There was a meat of some kind in the food, but only a few scraps, and Zollin couldn’t identify it. He wolfed down the food and drank nearly an entire bottle of wine that the innkeeper had obviously watered down. In different circumstances Zollin might have complained, but all he cared about was regaining his strength, and the food helped calm the raging fire inside him.
“Will you need a room?” the man asked.
“Yes,” Zollin said. “A clean one preferably.”
“I’ve still got clean rooms,” the man said. “I have a woman who takes care of that.”
“You should hire a cook,” Zollin said.
“No one could compare with my wife’s skill in the kitchen.”
“Hold the room for me,” Zollin said. “I shouldn’t be gone too long.”
The old man nodded, and Zollin could see him rubbing his bent fingers over the coins Zollin had paid him, which the innkeeper had stashed in a wide pocket of his apron. At least the old man would be able to buy some meat for the next week or so, Zollin told himself.
The cold seemed to leech into Zollin’s bones and joints. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been so cold. Whenever he flew with Ferno, the great beast’s body heat kept Zollin from freezing, but the young wizard felt as if he might not ever be warm again as he walked quickly toward the west side of town. Zollin was still tired; it had been a long day, and he’d used more magic than normal. What he really wanted was to crawl into a warm bed and get a good night’s rest, but he knew that if he didn’t deal with the man named Murtah, he might be attacked in his sleep. Zollin was a powerful wizard, but he couldn’t defend himself while he slept, and Ferno wouldn’t be back until the morning.
Zollin let his magical senses flow out when he got to the section of the city the locals called Old Town. The buildings were well constructed from stone and thick timber. Everything seemed to be in good repair, the streets were cleaner, and the homes were more lavish. Zollin had no trouble finding the Crooked Stream. It was a tall, imposing building. Zollin stood hidden in the shadows of another building several hundred paces away and let his magic flow toward the inn. He could sense that dozens of people were in the building, but he didn’t try to identify any of them. Instead, he focused on making sure that no one was around the building.
When he was convinced that he could approach the structure safely, he raised a shield around himself and moved slowly toward the inn. Along the way he picked up a few small stones and held them in his open palm, like a servant carrying a platter. When he got to the inn, he felt the presence of three men looking out windows from the second story of the building. He waited, sensing everything his magic could tell him about the men. Zollin felt with his magic when the windows opened, felt the men lifting their crossbows and taking aim at him. Zollin levitated three small stones, each about the size of a ripe cherry. Then he sent them hurtling toward the men with the crossbows. All three stones hit their marks, crashing into the heads of the bowmen so hard they knocked the men down.
Zollin walked confidently to the inn and put his hand on the door. It wouldn’t budge, but Zollin let his magic flow into the door. He sensed a heavy wooden beam locking the door. He used his magic to slide the beam aside. The door swung open easily after that, and the noise of people drinking and carousing inside suddenly stopped. Zollin spotted Murtah immediately. The criminal was sitting alone, in the corner of the room near the massive fireplace.
“Send anyone away that you don’t want to die,” Zollin said.
Murtah smiled. “You have style, wizard,” he said. “But you are outmatched, I’m afraid.”
“Your mistake was sending men to kill me,” Zollin said. “I told you that I was simply passing through. You must not be a good judge of character.”
“I’m not the sort of man to let a slight go,” Murtah said. “And neither are my friends.”
The attack was sudden and vicious. The men in the room converged on Zollin suddenly and without warning. Knives were drawn, metal gauntlets made punches deadly, and clubs were swung with vicious force. But Zollin fed magic into his shield so that every attack bounced away as the outlaws smashed into Zollin’s invisible bubble of magic. Then Zollin formed a barrier around the horde of killers and began pulling the air out of it until the men were unable to breathe. Zollin watched Murtah as his men gasped and clawed at their own throats and chests. To Zollin it felt like he was sprinting with a heavy weight on his back. The effort of containing the bubble around the outlaws was exhausting, but he wanted to immobilize the attackers without killing them. Perhaps having seen Miriam earlier in the day made Zollin feel as though killing the outlaws was a bad thing. Zollin felt the men passing out around him, and finally he was able to let the spell go.
He did his best not to let his exhaustion show, even though he wanted to fall to his knees and wait for his strength to return before taking another step. Murtah was on his feet, looking frantically around at his men, who had collapsed on the floor.
“You’ll never get away with it,” the criminal said.
“I already have,” Zollin said.
He tossed the last stone he had picked up in the street high into the air, then caught it with his magic and sent it flying toward Murtah. This time the stone didn’t knock the man senseless; it smashed into his head with such force that it split his skull and sank deep into the man’s head. Zollin felt the outlaw’s life fade out like the light from a candle that is hit with an unexpected puff of air.
All around the room, women in various stages of undress looked on in terror. Zollin might have tried to convince them to find a better life in different circumstances, but the young wizard was completely exhausted. He turned and walked slowly to the door and back out into the cold, dark night.




Chapter 13
He slept hard for a few hours, then the innkeeper woke him just before dawn. Zollin had been pleased to find his room clean and neat, just as the innkeeper had promised. After splashing water on his face and making sure he had everything arranged in his pack the way he wanted it, Zollin set out. The innkeeper gave him a stale loaf of crusty bread and a bowl of hot porridge for his breakfast. It was a bland meal, but Zollin ate it anyway, then set out to the east.
The sun was fully up by the time Zollin was far enough away from Felson for Ferno to arrive and pick him up. Zollin knew there was something wrong with the green dragon before a single word was spoken. Ferno landed more than fifty paces away from Zollin; the huge head hung down low to the ground, and a distinct emotion emanated from the sad-looking creature. Zollin felt the dragon’s shame but couldn’t imagine why the poor beast was so downtrodden.
Ferno held one of the massive paws close to its body. Zollin thought that perhaps the dragon was injured. But as he got closer, he saw that the dragon was holding something close. He slowed down, keeping his distance. Zollin wasn’t sure if he should acknowledge the shame that radiated from the dragon. He wanted to help, but dragons were not like humans, and there were some things that the huge creatures didn’t appreciate being pointed out. Zollin knew that his link to the green dragon was a privilege that shouldn’t be taken for granted. The young wizard didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize his relationship with Ferno, so he waited patiently to see what the dragon would reveal.
The sound that Ferno made was more of a wail than a growl. The dragon looked sheepishly over at Zollin, then held out what was in its paw. Zollin could see a burlap sack, which was a little surprising since the dragon didn’t normally carry anything, unless Zollin needed Ferno to help transport the wizard’s supplies.
“May I look inside the bag?” Zollin said.
Ferno nodded its massive head. Zollin stepped forward, setting his own pack on the ground and reaching his hand out for the sack. Ferno didn’t let it go, but there was enough slack in the top of the sack for Zollin to pull it open and peer inside. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. There was dirt and bits of grassy turf in the sack, but also gold coins. Zollin stepped back, guessing that there were at least three dozen gold crowns in the bag.
“Where did you get that?” Zollin asked, not sure what else to say.
Images began to flash in the wizard’s mind as the dragon communicated with him. He saw the stag that Ferno had hunted the night before. Then he saw the men. To Zollin’s mind they looked like brigands. Then Zollin saw the fire and the way the man who had tried to fight Ferno rather than give up the gold looked. What Zollin found the most surprising was that Ferno wanted the gold at all. He had never known Brianna’s dragons to lust for gold, but he knew that Bartoom did. And Ferno had done more than lust for gold; the dragon had killed for it.
“I don’t know what to say,” Zollin said. “Are you okay? Were you hurt?”
“Okay,” hissed Ferno.
“We’ll have to ask Brianna about the gold. I don’t know why you wanted it so badly. But I know that Bartoom wanted gold. The dragon’s lair was filled with gold, and it destroyed several villages in the north for the gold the people had there.”
Ferno growled and sent a mental image of itself flying back into the mountains. There was a sense of rejection and uncertainty that Zollin felt as the image flashed into his mind.
“No,” Zollin said. “You can stay with me. We’ll stay together until we find Brianna—she’ll know what to do.”
Ferno growled and moved a step closer to Zollin. The young wizard patted the dragon’s neck and then picked up his pack.
“You tell me when you feel that way again,” Zollin said. “We need to know what’s safe for you and the people who are nearby. Could you sense the gold in Felson?”
Zollin immediately regretted that he’d mentioned the city. He felt a sudden intense desire to return to the city and seek out all the gold and treasure the city contained. Ferno lifted the great, green head and howled. The dragon was a tortured creature, nearly driven mad by lust for gold.
“Come on then,” Zollin said. “Let’s get away from here before we do something we’ll regret.”
Zollin opted to climb up onto the dragon’s back. When Ferno jumped into the air, the massive wings flapped hard, and they rose up higher and higher. The dragon’s great strength always made Zollin marvel, but he was especially grateful to be able to rest while the dragon carried him swiftly east. He was tired and looked forward to reaching Ebbson Keep almost from the moment they began their travels.
The flight from Felson to Ebbson Keep on the border of Yelsia was almost the same distance as the flight from Orrock to Felson the day before. But where Orrock was a massive, walled city and Felson a sprawling center of trade, Ebbson Keep was a fortress. There were farms and large livestock enclosures to the west of the massive castle, but the entire structure was dominated by the tall keep in the center of the fortress. Zollin saw the tower in the distance and forced Ferno to land, even though they were still several miles away from the settlement.
“I want you to stay here,” Zollin said, once they were on the ground in a wooded area. “There’s plenty of cover here for you to shelter in for the night.”
An image of the keep in the distance flashed in Zollin’s head.
“I know,” Zollin admitted. “It’s a long walk, but you’ve been flying me around all day, and I haven’t heard you complaining. I’ll be fine.”
Ferno growled affectionately, but the huge creature still clung to the bag of gold. It crossed Zollin’s mind that he could do something with the gold. Ferno didn’t need coins, but the dragon could have some type of gold band around the massive horns or a chain that encircled the beast’s neck. Zollin had never heard of outfitting an animal in gold before. He had seen armored horses, and perhaps it made sense to protect the dragon in a time of war, but Zollin thought it might be easier for the dragon to keep its bounty if it could wear the gold instead of holding it in one long taloned paw.
“If you need me,” Zollin said, “come to the keep. You are more important than any information I might glean from those old scrolls.”
Zollin didn’t really mean what he had said. In reality Zollin was desperate to read any of the old scrolls that pertained to magic. The Torr, in their lust for power and control, had hoarded or destroyed most books or scrolls that contained writings about magic. Kelvich had been Zollin’s mentor and his sole source of magical instruction. For the last year, he had dreamed about going to Ebbson Keep and reading through the scrolls that had been found in the Ruins of Arnak. But there had never been any urgency. He told himself he had plenty of time. In fact, he had been so slow to regain his magical power that he feared even if he learned all there was to know about magic, he might never wield it again. And then he had rationalized that the scholars in the keep needed time to translate the copious amount of ancient scrolls.
Now, he walked as fast as his weary legs would take him toward the massive fortress. It was almost dark by the time he arrived, and he was able to get inside the first gate just before it was closed and barred for the night.
Ebbson Keep was actually a fortress within a fortress. The castle had been expanded several times over the years. The outer defenses consisted of a thick wall twenty feet high, with a wide top that was manned at all times by soldiers from the King’s Army. The duke that ran the keep was in charge of the large garrison of men there, and being so far away from the king in Orrock, the soldiers were loyal to their duke first. If he had wanted to, the duke could have staged a coup or split the kingdom in two, making himself king of his own realm. But the line of dukes in Ebbson Keep were as loyal as they were stubborn. Manning the eastern border between Yelsia and Baskla was a matter of pride for the family.
Just inside the outer battlements were the homes and shops of the citizens that served in the castle proper. Another wall, taller than the first and reinforced with buttresses, encircled the castle, which was a square building with tall towers on each corner. The castle itself was built around the actual keep, which was a massive, square tower that loomed up high over the entire complex. The soldiers on the keep could see for miles in every direction, but their focus was almost always east toward Baskla. Even though the two kingdoms were allies in most matters, there had been war between them in the past. Ebbson Keep was Yelsia’s first line of defense if the armies from the neighboring kingdoms decided to invade.
Zollin made his way to the massive gatehouse that separated the outer defenses from the castle. He was challenged by the guards there, but Zollin explained who he was and why he was there. It only took half an hour for one of the soldiers on watch to carry Zollin’s message to the duke and then return with an escort to show Zollin into the castle.
“Zollin!” Jax shouted.
The young wizard was shocked to see how much the young boy from Felson—who had gone to Ebbson Keep with Kelvich when the scrolls had been discovered in the Ruins at Arnak—had grown. He was almost as tall as Zollin was, thin and gangly. His smile was as bright as ever, and Zollin embraced the teenager.
“Oh my, Jax, you’re huge.”
“I get plenty to eat here,” the teenager said.
“I believe it,” Zollin said. “You’re almost as tall as I am.”
“I’ll be sixteen years old before long,” Jax said. “Then I can join the King’s Army.”
“Is that what you want to do?”
“No, I would prefer to go with you. I’ve heard stories of dragons and battles. But if I can’t do that…” He let the thought trail off.
“I don’t think Ferno could carry us both,” Zollin said.
“Ferno? Is that the name of your dragon?”
“First off, he isn’t mine. Dragons aren’t like horses. And second of all, yes, Ferno is a dragon.”
“Where is he?” Jax asked. The look on his face was sheer joy and excitement.
“Dragons aren’t always welcome in most places,” Zollin said. “I left him in the woods a few miles back.”
“Oh, no!” Jax said. “I wanted to see him.”
“You’ll have a chance,” Zollin said. “Where are you taking me?”
“To see the duke, of course.”
They wound their way through the castle. Ebbson Keep was the most maze-like building Zollin had ever been in. The castle was built to be a fighting fortress. If the walls were breached, the narrow stairwells of the castle would be easy to defend. And because the stairs were on opposites sides of each floor, an enemy would have to fight their way through the long halls on every floor to reach the keep.
The duke’s quarters were in the keep, high enough up that he had windows that looked out over the countryside to the east. When Jax showed Zollin in, he announced their presence loudly.
“The wizard Zollin to see the Lord Duke.”
The duke was a big man, thick through the shoulders and chest as well as through the belly. He had a forest of a beard but bright, intelligent eyes. He turned from the desk, where he sat straining to read by the light of numerous candles, to see his guest.
“I had heard you might be coming,” the duke said, standing up and walking toward Zollin.
“You did?” Zollin asked.
“Jax said you would come to read the scrolls of Arnak. Once again, you were right.”
The duke flipped a silver mark toward the boy.
“If you’d come sooner, he’d have owed me gold,” Jax complained.
“I want to thank you for allowing me to stay,” Zollin said.
“The hero of the Witch’s War is more than welcome here,” the duke said. “We value heroes in this fortress. We’re honored to have you. You’ll join my family for dinner this evening, I hope.”
“Of course, I would be delighted.”
“Good. Jax will show you to your quarters, and you’ll have time to clean up. We take our evening meal in about an hour.”
“That sounds great,” Zollin said.
Jax led Zollin back out of the duke’s chamber and down the stairs. Zollin did his best to keep his bearings and learn the layout of the ancient fortress, but it was just too difficult. Jax, however, knew every detail about the castle. He chattered on and on about his life at the keep since he’d been asked to stay. Zollin was worried that he might not have heard about Kelvich, but Jax even mentioned the old sorcerer.
“He was so excited about the scrolls,” Jax said. “He would have loved being here as more were translated.”
“Have you read any of them?” Zollin asked.
“A couple,” Jax said. “I like the ones with old legends or histories, but the translations aren’t the best. A lot of the scrolls were old before they were lost. Some of the languages are more difficult to translate than the others.”
Zollin knew he wouldn’t have time to peruse the scrolls the way he had hoped. In fact, it was imperative that he leave first thing in the morning. Most of the evening would be spent with the duke, and that left precious little time to study the ancient writings.
“Jax, can we go to where the scrolls are kept now? I really don’t have time to spend here the way I’d like. I’m on an errand for the king and I can’t stay more than this one night.”
“You’ll be wanting the writings on dragons,” Jax said with a grin.
“Actually, I was hoping there might be writings about magic.”
“Why do you need to learn about magic? You’re already a wizard.”
“I am, but there is a lot about magic that I don’t know. Kelvich was the only other magic user I ever met that didn’t try to kill me.”
Jax laughed, thinking that Zollin was telling a joke. Zollin didn’t have the heart to tell the boy that he wasn’t joking. Jax just made a quick turn and took Zollin down another flight of stairs.
The archives were deep in the bowels of the ancient castle. Most of the scrolls had been studied and sealed in protective cases. The scholars working with the ancient manuscripts were more than happy to have a visitor. Outside their own scholarly circles, very few people even cared that the scrolls existed. If not for the Duke of Ebbson Keep’s love for history, the scrolls and their wisdom would probably have been lost forever.
“You were Master Kelvich’s protégé,” said one of the scholars. “He talked about you. We owed him a great debt for bringing the scrolls here.”
“If you’d taken them to Orrock, they would have been lost forever,” said one of the other scholars.
“King Felix cared nothing for archaic studies.”
“I doubt that King Hausey does either,” Zollin said. “Unless you have the secrets to keeping Yelsia safe. It’s what we get for making a soldier king.”
“That was your mistake from what we heard,” said another scholar with a mischievous grin.
“A soldier is more fit than a wizard,” said a grumpy looking old man.
“I couldn’t agree more,” Zollin said with a smile. “I was hoping that I might have the opportunity to read through some of the scrolls. I’m only here for one night and I don’t have a lot of time.”
“Then it is good that we prepared a few of the scrolls for you,” said one of the scholars. “When we heard about Kelvich, we knew that he would want you to have this knowledge.”
The man handed Zollin a thick, leather-bound journal.
“Most of the scrolls were rather short,” he went on. “So we copied those that deal with magic—specifically magical creatures—into this book for you.”
“I can’t believe it,” Zollin said.
“It was the least we could do,” said another scholar.
“You can take it with you,” said another.
“It’s mostly myth and superstition,” said the grumpy man. “I doubt it will be of much use.”
“No matter how useful it is, the fact that you all thought enough of Kelvich to make it for me warms my heart. He was a good man.”
“Indeed,” the scholars said.
“And now we have to go,” Jax said. “The duke won’t be happy if we’re late.”
Zollin bowed to the scholars, trying to show his respect. Most of them returned the gesture, and Zollin followed Jax out of the room. They went back upstairs, walking down long hallways and making turn after turn until Jax opened the door to a small room. There was no fireplace, no window, just a bed and simple wooden table. The floor was covered with freshly dried rushes. There was water in a tall pitcher by a simple copper basin on the table. A thick towel was folded and set to one side.
“If you have nicer clothes, you might want to put them on,” Jax said. “The duchess is particular about cleanliness.”
“I’ll change,” Zollin said.
Jax left him alone, and it took all of Zollin’s willpower not to read the book the scholars had given him. Instead he stripped down and washed himself as well as he could with the clean water and towel. Then he put on the clothes that Estry had given him. They weren’t lavish, but they were finely cut and expertly tailored. When Jax returned a few minutes later, Zollin was ready to leave.
“Lead the way,” he told the teenage boy, who grinned knowingly and hurried off through the maze of Ebbson Keep.




Chapter 14
Brianna got directions to the fissure that Jute had escaped from. She found it, but when she did, she was shocked that Jute had crawled through it. It was nothing more than a crack in a section of rock that stuck out of the mountainside like cancerous growth. The crack was just wide enough for Brianna’s foot to fit in sideways. She knew the dwarves were strong, resourceful people, but she didn’t realize just how desperate Jute was. From that point on she determined that she wouldn’t tease him anymore. His escape from the underworld was not just heroic—it was a legendary feat that she wanted to honor.
She knew she could never squeeze through the tiny fissure in the rock, but the dwarf could not swim through molten rock the way that Brianna could. Instead, she needed to craft a way they could both use to get into the dwarfish caverns deep beneath the surface of the mountains. Extending both hands, Brianna let her power flow out in a wave of radiant heat that blasted into the mountainside. The rock quickly turned red around the fissure, then a glowing gold, before melting away and running down into the mountain. Forming a tunnel they could easily descend only took Brianna an hour, and afterward she felt tired but satisfied. The only thing left to do was to prepare the dwarf for the rigors of returning to the underworld.
When she got back to her camp, she found the dwarf talking to Sorva. The dragon was amused at the little dwarf, who was busy eating the roasted venison from the day before. He seemed in high spirits, despite his injuries. She hoped she was not making a mistake by taking him back to the underworld so soon.
“You seem in high spirits,” she said.
“I will see my kinsmen soon,” Jute said triumphantly.
“What if we fail to free them?” she asked.
“Then I will die with them, but I will not die a failure. My ancestors will sing of my feats in the halls of renown.”
“That would be fitting,” Brianna said. “I saw the fissure you climbed through. I won’t pretend to understand how you managed that.”
“Well, it wasn’t without a few bumps and bruises,” Jute said. “But we dwarves are not without the magic of our kind. Fitting into tight places is something any dwarf can do.”
“Not many can force themselves through cracks in stone that breaks bones in the process and keep going,” Brianna said. “I am very impressed. Now, let’s see what we can do about that arm of yours.”
Brianna didn’t know much about healing, but she knew that broken bones left to heal on their own often went lame. She didn’t want Jute to lose the function of his arm, so she needed to set the bone back in place and immobilize it. The fact that she had never done anything like that before would just have to be overcome with sheer force of will.
The day before, she had splinted the arm with two stiff branches and some of the twine from her saddlebags. The bone in the dwarf’s upper arm was broken in two, so the bones needed to be realigned so that they might heal properly. She cut the rest of the leather strap that tethered the saddlebags together. It was a long piece of strong leather, and she cut it in two equal lengths after severing the second saddlebag. Then she began to dig with a broken stick.
“I hope you’re not planning to tunnel down into the underworld like that,” Jute teased.
“Nope,” Brianna said, keeping the rest of her plan to herself.
She had seen a bed of clay near their camp, and she hoped there might be more just under the soil. She was rewarded when, after digging for a moment, she came to thick, sticky clay. She had to use her dagger to pry the stiff clay up, but once she felt she had enough, she carried it back to Jute.
“What kind of sorcery is this?” he asked.
“Not sorcery at all, I’m afraid. Take this.” She handed him a small stick.
“What’s this for?” he asked.
“For you to bite on when I set your arm.”
He looked at her with apprehension, but she knew the only way he could go with her back into the caverns was if his arm was set and protected. She splashed water on the clay and began kneading it like dough. The clay was thick and sticky, but it softened with the water. She worked it until she felt confident that it would be easily moldable around the dwarf’s arm.
Untying the splint took a slow and steady approach. Jute watched her with eyes that expected misery, but she was gentle and got the splint off without hurting him. He raised the stick to his mouth, bit down hard, and turned his head away. Brianna tried to work fast, but setting the bone was difficult. She put one hand over the broken bone so that she could feel both ends. Then, with a knee pressed firmly against the dwarf’s chest, she pulled hard.
Jute screamed, but the sound was muffled, partly by the stick and partly by the dwarf, who was trying not to cry out. She brought the bones back together, then relaxed her grip, hoping that nothing adverse would happen. Jute was breathing heavily, and sweat beads popped up on his forehead. Brianna retied the splints in place, only this time she used the leather straps. Then she covered the arm with clay.
“What … is that point of covering … the arm with mud?” Jute asked, still breathing hard from the pain.
“You’ll see,” Brianna said.
Once the clay had coated the arm and splint, she used her power to heat the clay until it hardened. It was the best she could do under the circumstances. The splint alone would have left the arm vulnerable, but the clay cast would protect it from further injury. The clay reached from Jute’s shoulder to his wrist. Finally, Brianna cut one of her blankets into strips and made a sling that wrapped around Jute’s arm and neck to support the arm while they traveled.
“That’s it,” she said at last. “Good as new. I’m sorry I couldn’t do anything for the pain.”
“What pain?” Jute asked. “If you call that pain, you’ve never been kissed by a dwarf.”
Sorva growled playfully, and Brianna could feel waves of mirth radiating from the dragon. She got up and went over to where Sorva was resting. The dragon spent most of the day in the clearing, preferring to hunt at night.
“I’m going down into the mountain for a while,” Brianna said. “You can explore the mountains, but check back here every day. When I come back, this is where I’ll meet you.”
Sorva nuzzled Brianna and voiced a deep, affectionate growl.
“You sure that thing doesn’t have mites?” Jute said. “I wouldn’t go getting too friendly with a dragon.”
“Sorva is my pride mate,” Brianna said. “You weren’t so picky when they were helping fight the witch’s army.”
“Fat lot of good that alliance did us,” he complained.
“You rest for now. We’ll head down inside the mountain at first light.”
“There is no sunup or sundown underneath the mountain. I’m ready now.”
“No you’re not,” Brianna said. “Sleep. Eat. Then sleep some more. We’ll go in the morning.”
Jute grumbled, but he was asleep ten minutes later, and Brianna took a ride with Sorva. She wanted to feel the wind in her hair and the sun on her skin before going down into the dwarf caverns and, worse, the underworld. She tried her tell herself this was exactly the kind of adventure she had claimed to want, but the reality was she didn’t feel ready. Being away from Zollin made her feel unburdened in some ways, but in others it left her feeling unprepared, as if she were setting out on a journey but forgetting to take something important.
They ate together, but while Jute slept, Brianna tossed and turned. She realized that she was afraid. There was something about the underworld that frightened her. It wasn't the dark, since she could have light from fire anytime she wanted it. And it wasn’t being in the confining spaces deep underground, because she could super-heat the rock and swim to the surface whenever she wanted. It was something else, something terrible about the underworld itself, but she knew she had to face her fears.
She also realized she was doing exactly what Zollin had done in the Northern Highlands. He hadn’t chosen the dwarves over her; he was simply doing the right thing. It was the same motivation that was sending her down into the underworld to help the dwarves trapped under the Walheta Mountains, yet she had blamed Zollin for helping when all she wanted to do was run away. She tried to rationalize that she had been through something traumatic, but in her heart she knew that she was the one who had turned her back on their marriage.
Her biggest regret was that Zollin didn’t know how she really felt. She loved him, but for the last year she’d been afraid to tell him how she was feeling. Returning to Brighton’s Gate seemed like a good plan at first, when all they wanted was time to be together without someone constantly trying to kill them. But when Zollin started settling in, she should have spoken up. If she had shared her feelings along the way, they might not have been so raw that when she finally said something it turned quickly into a fight. Unfortunately, the trap she’d fallen into with Prince Willam left her feeling guilty. She thought she owed it Zollin to do things his way. He had been faithful, and she had not, so she pushed her feelings down until she was angry at everyone without really knowing why.
She knew that Zollin loved her, and as she lay staring up at the dark sky full of stars, she realized that she loved him more than ever. But she also knew that she wasn’t able to love him the way he deserved. It seemed like all she did was hurt him. Maybe she wasn’t meant to be anyone’s wife, she thought. Maybe, when she became a fire spirit, she was just too changed. She didn’t know how to deal with her feelings, but before she knew it, the sky began to lighten, and it was time to start their adventure.
Brianna could feel Sorva’s misgivings, and she did her best to pacify the big dragon. She gathered as much of their supplies as she felt they would need. Food and water were the biggest items, enough for several days if they were careful. Then she roused Jute.
“How are you feeling?”
“I’m fine,” he grumbled, getting to his feet and stretching. “Dwarves aren’t heavy sleepers.”
“Eat a little something, then we’ll head out,” she said.
“I can eat as we go. It’s past time I returned to my kinsmen.”
“You’re sure you’re up for this?”
“Just get me back into the caverns,” Jute said. “You won’t need to worry about me.”
“All right,” Brianna said, handing the dwarf a small loaf of hard bread, “let’s go see what has become of your kin.”




Chapter 15
Mansel didn’t have an axe, but his sword was sufficient to cut most of the limbs from the gnarly tree. He also pulled up the brush and tossed it all over the edge of the ravine. He would have to find something to bundle the wood up with so that it could be carried by the horses.
Skinning the bear was a much more complex problem. If he had time, space, and enough rope, he would have harnessed the strength of the horses to move the huge carcass, but Mansel had none of those things. He was forced to skin the bear one side at a time. It was difficult and messy, but his dagger was well honed, and he did his best to keep the skins in as good condition as he could.
Once he skinned the side that was facing up, he was forced to roll the bear over, a feat that would have been impossible had they not been on the side of a hill. Gravity was in Mansel’s favor, and he managed to roll the carcass over, remove the hide, and then cut free two large hunks of meat from the bear’s massive haunches.
After Mansel had the skins rolled up, he took the fresh meat and scrambled back down into the ravine. He hung the meat from their saddles and bound the tree limbs and scrub brush with a length of twine he found in his saddlebag. Once he had their supplies loaded on the horses, he helped Quinn back into his saddle. The carpenter had no idea where they were, and he was exceptionally weak, but he did his best to do whatever Mansel told him.
The gray winter sky was thick with carrion birds as they finally set off, and Mansel guessed that the only reason more animals hadn’t been drawn to the bear’s carcass was because most carnivores hunted at night. Mansel wanted to be long gone from the scene of the kill by then.
Mansel was exhausted, but he managed to keep going. He led his horse with one hand, while the other remained on the pommel of his sword. The big warrior had no idea what Zollin had done to the weapon, but as long as he held it, his strength remained endless. Night came swiftly to the mountains. It grew dark on the pass as the shadows of the mountains cast the trail in premature darkness. Mansel was happy to put an end to their journey for the day, and when he came upon a small concave spot in the hillside, he pulled Quinn off his horse and started a fire with the brush and limbs he had cut after killing the bear.
He unsaddled the horses and made a spit with the limbs to cook the bear meat on. While the food cooked, he unrolled the bear skins and did his best to scrape the fat and tissue off the animal hide. Mansel’s father was a tanner, and Mansel knew that he needed to preserve the skins as best he could. In an ideal situation, he would stretch the hide, remove all traces of the tissue clinging to the skin, and then coat it with a tanning agent. But Mansel didn’t have the time or resources to do any of those things. He just wanted to get as much flesh off the skin as he could so that the bear skin would keep them warm as they made their way out of the mountains.
“You’re not going to make me eat that, are you?” Quinn said in a quiet voice.
Mansel turned and was relieved to see that Quinn recognized him. The warmth of the fire was doing more for the older man than Mansel had dared hope.
“Do you mean the bear meat on that spit or the fat I’m scraping off this skin?” Mansel asked.
“Either,” Quinn said. “I don’t think my stomach can take it.”
“You need to eat.”
“I need a lot of things,” Quinn said. “I don’t even remember how we got here or where that skin came from. And I’m a little afraid to ask.”
“You’ve not been yourself,” Mansel asked. “We’ve had a hard road so far.”
“Not myself?” 
“You were hallucinating,” Mansel explained. “You had a fever, I think.”
“You think?”
“It’s hard to tell when you can’t feel your fingers. This is the first decent fire we’ve had since we left the valley.”
“How long ago was that?” Quinn asked.
“A week—we’ve been traveling slowly. Neither one of us is in top shape.”
“No, I suppose not. And the bear?”
“It caught our scent earlier today. I didn’t really have a choice.”
“You killed a bear by yourself? With just your sword?”
Mansel didn’t answer. There was no sense in justifying what he’d done. If the shoe had been on the other foot, Quinn would have done the same. Fighting any animal with just a sword was dangerous, but Mansel had no other options.
“I guess you saved my life again,” Quinn said. “I’m starting to feel like I’m more of a liability than a help.”
“We both know that isn’t true,” Mansel said, as he stood up and shook the bear skin.
“It stinks.”
“Of course it does, but it will keep you warm.”
“I’m warm enough.”
“You won’t be saying that when we’re fighting our way through snow tomorrow.”
“Mansel, I need to tell you something.”
The big warrior turned and looked at his mentor. Quinn had taken Mansel on as his apprentice when Mansel was fifteen years old. Coming from a large family, Mansel had never known the kind of attention and kindness that Quinn showed him. He had spent the rest of his teenage years carrying heavy loads of wood and learning a trade from Quinn. Mansel thought of the older man as his father; Quinn had certainly shown him more love than his own father ever had.
“What is it?” Mansel asked.
“I don’t think I had a fever—not a regular one at any rate.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Something’s happening. I’m sick.”
“You’re not well, that’s true enough. You’ve been through a lot. If I’d gotten to Zollin’s place a little sooner, I could have saved you a beating.”
“The beating isn’t what I’m talking about.”
Quinn lifted his arm and pulled up his sleeve. There were punctures where the wolverine that attacked Quinn in the darkness had bitten him. The hard leather of Quinn’s wrist cuffs had kept the animal’s teeth from breaking the skin in most places, but there were three puncture wounds. At the time Quinn had acted as if the wounds were superficial, and it certainly hadn't seemed to bother him. When Mansel had seen to the injuries incurred during Quinn’s fight with the miner Kurchek, he hadn’t even bothered to look at the bite. But the three puncture wounds were inflamed, and each one was leaking a clear fluid.
“The animals weren’t mad,” Mansel said.
“No, but they weren’t normal either.”
“My wounds aren’t bothering me. No more than any normal wound at any rate.”
That wasn’t exactly true. The wounds seemed especially slow to heal, but Mansel just assumed that was because he had grown used to Zollin’s ability to heal anything as if it never happened.
“Yours aren’t bites,” Quinn said.
“That makes no difference. You’re talking about bedtime stories.”
“Am I? Something feels different. And we thought dragons were myths, too. Can you honestly tell me that the bite of those creatures won’t affect me?”
Mansel didn’t like where the conversation is going.
“We need to find Zollin,” Quinn said. “If something magical is affecting me, he will know it.”
“All right, I’ll find Zollin, but you’re going to be fine. Now eat something.”
Quinn ended up nibbling some bread, but he wouldn’t touch the meat. Mansel ate more than his share and set the rest out to freeze overnight. The bear skins and fire kept them warm, and the next morning they set out with more energy than they’d had in days. Quinn was still very weak, but his mind remained clear. The sky seemed ready to dump snow, but fortunately for Quinn and Mansel, it held off. They made good time, despite the difficult conditions.
They rode through the day, then Mansel led their horses through the freezing conditions as night fell. They had to take things slowly without light, but there was nothing to burn, and Mansel saw no need to make camp. Quinn, he reasoned, would be warmer on horseback than huddled on the freezing ground, and walking would keep Mansel warm.
When the sun rose, the men and their horses were exhausted, but they were encouraged to see they were near the end of the mountain pass. Mansel pressed on until they finally reached the forest late in the afternoon.
“We’ll find a town or village tomorrow,” Mansel said.
“If we’re lucky,” Quinn grumbled.
“You’ll be drinking ale and telling stories by nightfall,” Mansel went on, undeterred by Quinn’s sour mood. “A warm bath might be nice, too. I wouldn’t mind smelling like a human again.”
“We’ll be lucky if they don’t run us out of town the way we smell. I can hardly stand myself.”
“At least it keeps us warm.”
“That’s because the cold can’t stand the smell of us.”
Mansel wasn’t used to being the more positive person. He certainly didn’t feel like being positive. He was angry at the world, but even more so at himself. Yet his need to help Quinn kept him from drowning in his own despair. Quinn, on the other hand, had grown more unruly with each passing hour. His sudden change of character scared Mansel more than the hallucinations had.
They built a roaring fire and slept rolled in their bear skins. The next day they set out, and after creeping through the rugged mountain pass day after day, traveling through the woods of Peddingar Forest on the wide, flat road made it feel as if they were flying.
Mansel was proven right when they reached a village shortly before nightfall. Unfortunately there was no inn, so they were forced to sleep in a barn, but they were able to trade the bear skins to a tanner in exchange for enough coin to keep them fed and provide them shelter for at least a week. The barn owner was kind and even filled a tub with warm water for the two weary travelers. They bathed, enjoyed a hot meal, and then slept on beds of hay. Unfortunately for Mansel, Quinn complained the entire time. Mansel was forced to keep his friend away from the villagers for fear that he would insult them and turn the small community against them.
They left the next morning, and Mansel felt better than he had in days. He had washed the filth from his body and the stench from his clothes. The barn hadn’t been warm, but the farmer had blankets that he let them use, and the village was warmer than the mountain pass had been.
The next night they stayed at an inn, but Mansel quickly realized that trying to keep Quinn around other people was a terrible mistake. The older man still had trouble moving without hurting his broken ribs, but he had no problems insulting anyone who came within earshot. And of course, he saved his worst invectives for the largest man in the village, and the stranger didn’t take kindly to being insulted by the injured carpenter.
“He’s not himself,” Mansel said, trying to calm the man down.
“He called me a pig’s backside.”
“That’s what you smell like,” Quinn insisted.
“Quinn, please shut up,” Mansel said. “Really, he didn’t mean it.”
The punch landed hard on Mansel’s jaw, snapping his head to the side and making his ear ring so loudly that he couldn’t hear the sounds of the benches scraping across the wooden floor as the villagers at the inn tried to make way for the huge man.
Mansel’s first instinct was to fight back, but surprisingly he heard Nycol’s voice in his mind.
Be the bigger man, she said. Don’t rush into violence.
Mansel saw the second punch coming and he swayed back out of reach. He could have counter-punched or even delivered a crippling blow, but instead he raised both hands in a placating gesture.
“I don’t want to fight,” Mansel said. “And believe me, you don’t want me to.”
The big man bellowed in anger and charged toward Mansel, but he sidestepped the bigger man. He had hopes of ending the fight until Quinn, who couldn’t stand up or sit down without wincing in pain, stuck his foot out and tripped the big man.
The sound of the man falling reminded Mansel of a tree being cut down. He crashed hard into a wooden bench and cracked his head on the edge the table. When he stood up, blood was streaming from a nasty-looking gash, and he was drawing a short, curved knife that looked well used.
“Damn it, Quinn!” Mansel said.
“Pigs belong in a sty,” he muttered.
If he said anything else, it was drowned out by the scream of rage from the big man, who came at Mansel with the knife. This time, Mansel didn’t take any chances. He drove his fist hard into the man’s nose while pushing the hand with the knife away from his body. The big man’s head snapped back, and Mansel knew his vision was blurred with tears. A hard punch to the nose always makes a person’s eyes water. Quinn had taught him that, and Mansel had used the technique on his older brothers with some success. The key, he knew, was to follow up before their vision cleared.
Mansel twisted the bigger man’s arm, spinning around the massive body and wrenching the thick arm behind the man’s back. He cried out and dropped the knife. Mansel pushed him away then snatched up the weapon. He held it by the blade to show he wasn’t a threat, but the big man was too angry to see reason. When he came at Mansel again, the young warrior ducked under the big man’s punch then launched himself forward with his legs in a savage uppercut. He used the knife handle, bashing it into the side of the big man’s head; this time the brute was knocked out cold.
“Ha, that will teach him,” Quinn cooed.
“Shut up,” Mansel snapped.
But the damage was done. When Mansel turned around, the innkeeper looked nervously from Quinn to Mansel.
“It would be best if you leave,” the frightened proprietor said. “We don’t need your kind of trouble.”
“I understand,” Mansel said calmly. “I’m sorry for the mess.”
Then he turned back to Quinn, who looked bewildered.
“Why should we leave? We didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Come on, Quinn. Don’t make a scene.”
Mansel helped the older man up and led him out the door into the cold night. They would have to find a place to camp outside, and Mansel decided that perhaps they would do better staying out of the villages and towns until they found Zollin and discovered exactly what was wrong with Quinn.




Chapter 16
Dinner with the duke’s family was a pleasant affair. There was no pomp and circumstance, just a happy family, Jax, and Zollin. The duke had several daughters but no sons, and Zollin could see that he was grooming the orphan to take his place one day. And there were long, lingering glances between Jax and the duke’s oldest daughter, making it clear that marriage joining Jax to the duke’s family would not be unwelcome.
Zollin performed a few simple tricks, levitating the bread around the table, igniting the duke’s wine so that blue flames jumped up several feet out of his goblet. Jax begged to know what happened in Zollin’s search for the huge black dragon Bartoom that had terrorized the countryside before being enslaved by the master of the Torr.
Zollin told his tale, doing his best to sound like a bard, but his modesty made the story less thrilling than it actually was. Zollin had broken his back during the fight, and he found himself focusing more on Brianna’s exploits than his own. When he came to the part about Brianna leaving her weapons and approaching Bartoom, Jax took a particular interest. Zollin thought the story was over when Brianna healed the dragon with her fire and then flew away with the massive creature, but Jax had more questions.
“What did you do then?” he asked.
“I returned to Orrock, but by the time I got there, Offendorl had taken control of the dragon.”
“What happened to your lady love?” asked the duke’s eldest daughter.
“She was fine,” Zollin said. “In fact, she created many more dragons. Her abilities are a mystery, but she is drawn to the beasts.”
“I can’t imagine,” the duke’s wife said.
“We could use a few to patrol the border,” the duke said. “Are they trainable?”
“Dragons are different,” Zollin said. “They are extremely intelligent, but they are different from other animals in many ways. For instance, they have no gender, so mating is incomprehensible to them.”
“How sad,” said the duke’s daughter.
“They form bonds around their pride mates,” Zollin went on. “And they sometimes bond with humans. Ferno is my dragon companion, and I’ve never met anyone as loyal as the dragon.”
“But what about the bow you made for Brianna?” Jax asked. “What did you do with it?”
“Our young companion has become quite skilled with the bow,” the duke said.
“I honestly don’t remember,” Zollin said. “I didn’t retrieve it, I know that.”
“So it’s still in the Highlands?” Jax asked, aghast.
“I suppose so.”
“A good soldier never neglects his weapons,” the duke said.
Zollin wasn’t sure if the duke was explaining Jax’s comments or making a judgment of his own. But Zollin didn’t feel slighted. The bow he’d fashioned for Brianna wasn’t his weapon, and when Brianna discarded it, she had no need for the weapon.
The duke eventually dismissed his wife and daughters, asking Zollin to join him in his private office high in the castle’s keep. They went up many flights of stairs and finally stopped in a room with a large map-covered table. Zollin saw that the map was the eastern border of Yelsia from the Northern Highlands down to the Rejee Desert. There were small blocks arranged along the map, which Zollin guessed were used to show troop movements along the border of Baskla.
“The last year has been quiet,” the duke said, opening a window shutter so that he could look out over the dark landscape.
“We’ve had peace,” Zollin said.
“Peace is only a time to strategize and prepare for war,” the duke said. “My family has held this border for over two centuries. We cannot afford to be lulled into complacency by the idea of peace.”
“I see your point,” Zollin said, not sure what else to say.
“The garrison at Fort Kellar has been stripped down to almost nothing,” the duke said. “There are no more patrols along the border.”
“Surely you’re not suggesting that we attack Baskla,” Zollin said. “King Ricard has been our closest ally.”
“It is not my place to suggest what strategy the king employs, only to inform him of what I know is happening on the eastern edge of his kingdom. You will give him my report, but even a written statement can be misunderstood. I need to know that you understand what I’m trying to communicate.”
“I don’t think I understand,” Zollin said. “What is the point you want me to make?”
“I’ve never seen King Ricard withdraw his troops in this fashion,” the duke said. “Something is taking place. We may be enjoying a season of peace in Yelsia, but Baskla is preparing for war.”
“Is that our concern if they aren’t threatening us?” Zollin asked.
The duke turned and looked sadly at Zollin. “You are a good man. I can sense that about you. But you must understand that it is my duty to our king—and to all the people who call this keep home— to always be looking past the present so that I can see and prepare for what might take place tomorrow. You see the withdrawal of Baskla’s troops as a sign that they are no threat to us, yet I see them expanding their empire. The only reason King Ricard would mobilize his army is to attack.”
“But not Yelsia,” Zollin said.
“No, not Yelsia, not yet. King Ricard would not throw away the lives of his men fighting an equal when he can take land to his south with hardly any fight at all.”
“Oh,” Zollin said. “You think Baskla will attack the Kingdom of Ortis.”
“I do,” the duke explained. “First Ortis, then Falxis, and then Olsa. And perhaps it will take a century to properly control four kingdoms, but eventually they will turn their sights on Yelsia.”
“I see,” Zollin said.
“We cannot wait. If the Five Kingdoms are being consolidated, we must keep pace with Baskla or fall when they grow so large they cannot be defeated.”
Zollin felt a new fear stabbing into the back of his mind. The Five Kingdoms had been at peace for a long time, but Falxis and Osla had been devastated by the Witch’s War. Ortis had survived; in fact Zollin had met the man responsible for that survival. He wondered briefly what had become of Lorik and the small group of fighters he had rallied to beat back the Norsik invaders. Even if Lorik or some other stalwart warrior had taken control of Ortis, it would still be a kingdom vulnerable to invasion. And the duke was right; if Baskla took Ortis, then war was inevitable. In fact, King Hausey had almost no choice but to take Falxis and expand down toward Osla. It was the only way to ensure that Yelsia survived.
“You see what I’m driving at?” the duke asked.
“I do,” Zollin said.
“And do you see the danger you are in?”
“You mean by going to Baskla?”
“That’s right. If I’m right, King Ricard can’t give away his plans. Perhaps I’m wrong and he sees that the destruction of the other kingdoms leaves more than enough for Baskla and Yelsia to divide up evenly. But if I’m right, he won’t want King Hausey to have any information about his plans.”
“I’ll be on my guard.”
“None of the other emissaries have returned,” the duke said. “That isn’t a good sign.”
“I know,” Zollin said.
“All right, I’ve done all I can do for you. Get some rest—I’m sure you’ll need it.”
“Thank you,” Zollin said.
He started to ask for an escort back to his room but didn’t want to seem unable to even find the room the duke had given him. He wanted to project confidence, and asking for someone to lead him around through the castle didn’t really send the message he was after. Not that he needed the duke’s approval, but after their conversation he was determined to accomplish his mission and return to King Hausey with the truth.
Stepping from the king’s private rooms, Zollin walked down the hall toward the stairs. He was happy that he at least remembered what end of the hall led down into the castle, rather than up toward the top of the keep. Jax seemed to materialize at his side out of nowhere.
“Where did you come from?” Zollin asked.
“I was waiting for you.”
“But not waiting alone, I think.”
Jax grinned but changed the subject.
“I was wondering about that bow,” he said.
“It was just a bow,” Zollin said.
“But you made it out of your staff. Isn’t it a magical bow?”
“It is,” Zollin said. “But it’s probably ruined by now.”
“What? Why?”
“The Northern Highlands are a harsh place. Even if it is intact, it’s probably buried in snow. Why do you care so much about it?”
“I could be a hero like you with a magic bow like that,” Jax said confidently.
“You don’t need to be a hero, just a good man. I think that’s what you’re becoming here. I know things haven’t been easy for you, but you’ve found a real home. Many people never have that.”
“I’m grateful for the duke and all he’s done for me,” Jax said. “But before I can lead others, I have to test myself. I have to know my limits and what I can accomplish all on my own.”
Zollin understood the teenager’s need. He had planned to set out on his own when he wasn’t much older than Jax. The wizards from the Torr coming to take him away had changed everything, but the need to find his purpose in life was undeniable. Zollin was just lucky that he had found his way without losing the people he cared about most.
Zollin felt the pain of Brianna’s absence in that moment so acutely that he had to blink back tears. It was the first time he really understood her need. He knew that she had saved him, that while he might have stopped the witch Gwendolyn and saved the Five Kingdoms, Brianna had saved him. Perhaps he hadn’t adequately expressed how much that meant to him, or maybe she just needed to see for herself how amazing and talented she really was.
“Be careful,” Zollin said. “Don’t go alone.”
“I won’t,” Jax said.
“And be prepared for the fact that you might not succeed. I doubt that I could find the place again.”
“What do you remember about it?”
“It’s a valley,” Zollin said, uncertain that he should be encouraging the boy. “A deep one, with steep sides. Brianna and I were on a cliff high on the western slope.”
“How high?”
“Probably a hundred feet up. But I was levitating up and down the mountains—climbing will be extremely hard. You’ll need specialized equipment.”
“I can get it,” Jax said. “I’ve got coin saved.”
“You’re a resourceful person,” Zollin said. “If anyone can find it, you can. And if you can find it, it is yours by right.”
Jax was beaming, but Zollin felt a pang of guilt. He tried not to consider the fact that he’d just encouraged Jax to search for something he could probably never find if he spent the rest of his life searching. Not to mention the fact that it was just as likely that Jax would never return from the Northern Highlands as it was for him to find the bow.




Chapter 17
Lorik was up before dawn, waking his soldiers and giving assignments. He was only taking a small group with him, some of the youngest and most inexperienced men. All of his soldiers were lacking in warcraft, but a long hard ride would give him a chance to test the mettle of the soldiers he thought the least of. If they couldn’t keep up and learn along the way, he would release them and send them home.
Lorik didn’t expect to need help fighting Ulber and his group of mercenaries. Pyllvar was the figurehead of the band of outlaws, but Ulber was the driving force. It was Ulber who had been the biggest threat when Lorik had been their prisoner, and it had been Ulber’s arrow that struck down Stone before he could rescue Vera.
Spector stayed close to Lorik. It was obvious that the wraith didn’t enjoy being out in the daylight, but he wouldn’t be left behind either. He glided silently around Lorik, the dark hood hiding his features and making him seem all the more ominous. The horses didn’t seem to like Spector any more than the men, and the wraith had no need for one, but Lorik had selected a large draft horse for his own mount. He could have jogged faster than the horse, and probably for as long as the horse could keep moving as well, but he wanted to lead his soldiers and he knew they couldn’t keep up with him. The horse would slow Lorik’s natural pace, giving the men and their own mounts the opportunity to stay with him.
“Are you all ready?” Lorik asked.
“We are, sire,” said a soldier named Toomis. He was eager to please his new lord and seemed to be happy for the opportunity to be of use. He was a thin man, so young the whiskers that sprouted from his chin and upper lip were thin and wispy.
“Do you have food, water, weapons, blankets, medical supplies, and grooming supplies for your horses?”
The soldiers all looked suddenly uncertain and nervous. Lorik frowned. He had expected as much and had already seen to it that the supplies were prepared. Castle servants had loaded nearly two dozen saddlebags with all the supplies the troop would need.
“Never trust someone else to ensure that you have what you need before setting out on a mission. I have your supplies. What about your weapons?”
“We have spears, lord,” said one of the men.
“And swords,” another man chimed in.
“But no shields? No armor?”
“No, sire,” Toomis said.
“Well, you won’t need armor on this mission,” Lorik said. “It will only slow you down, and I doubt many of you will be able to keep up for long at any rate. But you must carry shields. The weight of a shield must be learned, and your arm must be strengthened if it is to be of any use. Fetch shields from the armory, and don’t let me see you without a shield on your arm again. Is that clear?”
“Yes, lord!” the soldiers shouted.
An hour later they rode out of the city’s main gate, just as the sun was peeking over the horizon. Lorik was glad to be out of the city and looking forward to the open road. Ort City was full of bad memories, and he didn’t think he would be able to stay there for long under any circumstances. His mind was already thinking of moving his capital. Blue Harbor, on the coast of the Great Sea of Kings, seemed like a much more ideal location. It was further south, but it would give him easier access to the other kingdoms by sea, and it was the southern portion of Ortis that had been the hardest hit by the witch’s monsters. Lorik planned to spend the majority of his energy rebuilding in the south.
Once they were out of the city and past the sprawl of homes, shops, hovels, and small farms that surrounded the city, Lorik increased their pace. His big horse had no problems keeping up a steady trot, and the horses of his men followed behind. When Lorik looked back, he had to refrain from smiling. Many of the soldiers were trying to balance their shields on their thighs as they rode, but the increased gait caused the heavy wooden shields to bounce. Many, he knew, wouldn’t be able to walk the next day without pain. The shields were made of oak, covered with stiff leather that was painted in the colors of Ortis’ flag, and rimmed in iron. The shields would leave the soldiers with bruised legs if they weren’t careful.
The day was chilly, but riding through the wide open fields was invigorating to Lorik. They moved south at a steady pace, which Lorik guessed would lead them to Ulber and his band of mercenaries within a few days. They stopped only long enough to dismount and retrieve some food from their saddlebags at noon, then they walked their horses until the sun was almost down.
“Will you stop for the night?” Spector hissed.
“You tired?”
“No.”
“Neither am I,” Lorik said. “We press on.”
Lorik could sense the despair in several of his soldiers. They had expected Lorik to stop as night began to fall. They passed a swift river, but Lorik only stopped long enough to water their horses. There was grumbling as they rode into the night, but the men were smart enough to keep their voices low.
The next morning, several of the soldiers looked physically ill, but once again Lorik only stopped long enough to eat a short meal. They lit no fires and had only moments of rest before setting off again. The horses were tired as well; many of them moved with their heads mere inches from the ground.
At noon Lorik called a halt. They were near a small settlement, and smoke was rising from several buildings that had been burned. He gave his men orders to see to their horses and then get some rest. He gave no promises as to how long they would stay, but while the men slept, Lorik and Spector searched through the ruins of the small settlement.
At one time the village had been home to farmers. There were several small homes, most made of stone with thatched roofs. The thatch was either broken down or burned away. There were cattle pens, and the smell suggested hogs had been among the animals raised there, but no animals remained. The fields beyond the village had recently been harvested.
“People were living here,” Spector said.
“I can see that. But where are they now?”
“Dead,” the wraith said. “I can still feel the fear and pain in this place. It hangs in the air like the stench from your marshes.”
Lorik had been born and raised in Hassell Point on the southern tip of Ortis, surrounded by the marshlands, a swampy stretch of land that was home to a wide variety of exotic and deadly creatures. It was perpetually wet in the marshlands; much of the land was either under water or saturated to form bogs that were deadly to cross unless one knew the more secure pathways. Lorik and his family before him had made a living hauling cargo in large wagons through the marshlands.
“How recent?” Lorik asked.
“The attack was more than a day ago, but I can’t be certain,” Spector said. “Many of the people here died slowly.”
“Where?” Lorik asked.
The wraith glided ahead of him. The main building in the village was a round, rock-walled building. It was taller than any of the other structures, and unlike the small hovels and shops, it had not been burned. Spector waited by a large door that was bolted closed from the outside.
“They’re inside,” the wraith hissed.
Lorik threw aside the heavy beam that had been propped against the door and pulled it open. The stench of death was so strong that Lorik gagged. Inside the round building were the bodies of thirty-one people, but not normal bodies. They were the mutated forms that had been created by the witch as she built her army. She had unleashed flying creatures with huge scorpion tails that chased down the innocent, skewering them with their venomous stingers and carrying them back to the witch’s lair. She used evil magic to mutate their bodies, so that they were larger and more powerful than a normal man. The witch used her sorceress powers to control the deformed people, forming them into an army and sending them north to kill anyone who stood in their way. When the witch had been slain, her control over the hordes of mutated people was lost, and many fled south, away from the people lucky enough to evade the scorpion creatures to begin with.
The people in Ortis had taken to calling the mutated people Outcasts. Some had attempted to make contact with the survivors but had been shunned. Lorik felt his anger rising. This was the work Yettlebor had sent his mercenaries to do, and it made no difference to the outlaws if the people they killed were women or children. Everyone who looked different was rounded up and put to the sword.
“Their cruelty continues,” Spector said.
“But not for long,” Lorik vowed.
He spent the entire afternoon gathering the wood from the village that wasn’t already burned. He stacked the wood in the round building, along with several bales of hay. Then he set it all on fire. The rock-walled structure burned like a forge, the fire consuming everything inside. As night fell, the flames leapt high in the air.
“Time to move on,” Lorik said.
“How many will follow you?” Spector asked.
“Only those with the heart,” Lorik said. “They’re the only ones I want at any rate.”
When they got back to the camp, all of the soldiers were asleep. Lorik roused them and told them to saddle their horses.
“But the horses can’t keep going?” complained one of the men.
“The horses can’t, or you can’t?” Lorik snarled. “Move, you lazy louts, or your backsides will feel the wrath of my boot.”
Most of the group scrambled to their feet, but a few were simply too tired. There were tears and accusations, but Lorik simply broke their spears, cast their shields aside, and took their horses. None were brave enough or foolish enough to try and stop him. When the rest of the group rode away, three men were left alone, with no food, weapons, or horses.
The night passed slowly for Lorik. He was anxious to catch up with the mercenaries. But when the sun finally rose, there was still no sign of the outlaws. He cursed under his breath, his anger making him wish he could just leave the soldiers behind, but that wouldn’t serve his purposes. He let them rest for a few hours and even lay down himself for a while, but sleep would not come. In his mind’s eye, all he could see were the slain Outcast bodies. His rage grew with every passing moment, and Spector circled the camp endlessly, with no need for sleep or sustenance, only an enemy to kill that might slake the pain of having lost Vera.




Chapter 18
Zollin knew he should sleep when he got to his room. He was exhausted, but he had to force himself to rest. He secured the book the scholars had given him in his pack, wrapping it in the fine linen shirt that Estry had given him. Then he stretched out on the small bed and did his best to sleep.
He dozed off and on, his mind flittering from one topic to the next. He felt as if the future of the Five Kingdoms had been wrecked when he didn’t go with the wizards from the Torr. The cabal of wizards might have strangled the magic from the Five Kingdoms, but they also allowed the kingdoms to exist in a state of equality and balance that was shattered by the Witch’s War.
Then worry for Brianna rose up like a horrible odor he couldn’t escape from. Where had a phoenix come from, and why had it attacked Sorva? What if more creatures attacked them? What if something horrible happened to Brianna and right at that moment she was in desperate need of him?
As soon as he wrestled those thoughts down, he felt guilty for having encouraged Jax to seek out the bow Brianna had lost. It was a fool’s quest, and the duke would never approve, yet Zollin had encouraged the boy. He had no business giving anyone advice about anything. Zollin wanted to get up and find Jax, to convince him that chasing after the magical bow was stupidity and that he should never listen to Zollin, yet he forced himself to stay in the bed.
When dawn finally came and a servant knocked lightly at the door, Zollin dragged himself from the bed. The servant led Zollin down to a small room near the kitchens on the main floor of the castle. Jax and the duke waited for him there. They shared a warm breakfast and then led horses out of the castle and away from the keep.
“I thought we’d ride with you for a while,” the duke said.
“He wants to see the dragon,” Jax said with a smile.
“No more than you do,” the duke said with a grin. “We aren’t holding you up, are we?”
“Not at all—the company is welcome,” Zollin said.
They rode for two miles, following the same road that led across Yelsia and turned northeast toward Black Bay across the border in Baskla. Once they were far enough from the keep that only the tall watchtower could be seen in the distance, Ferno appeared. The huge green dragon circled them once and then landed on the road in front of the group. Their horses were skittish around the hulking, green dragon, so the duke tied the mounts to a nearby tree.
Zollin felt Ferno’s uneasiness. The dragon was fretful, but Zollin sent calm feelings toward his huge companion. As Jax and the duke came close, Zollin raised his hand toward Ferno.
“This is Duke Ebbson and Jax. They are friends,” Zollin said to Ferno.
“Friends,” Ferno growled.
“They talk?” the duke said in surprise.
“Indeed,” Zollin said. “It isn’t their primary way to communicate, but they can form words when they want to show respect.”
“It is my great honor to meet you, Ferno,” Jax said; his enthusiasm was infectious.
The dragon lowered its head, puffing smoke from its wide nostrils as Jax came close.
“Whoa,” he said.
“Ferno is the biggest of Brianna’s pride,” Zollin explained. “Each dragon is different. Their scales are almost impenetrable, and they are many different colors and shades.”
“It is a privilege to meet such a noble creature,” the duke said. “I extend my Keep to you and your pride. Ebbson Castle will welcome the dragons.”
“Welcome,” Ferno said.
Zollin got a mental image of Ferno flying away from the duke with Zollin on his back. He nodded at the dragon and turned to Duke Ebbson.
“I’m afraid we need to go, but I should be passing back through in a week or so.”
“I’ll have dispatches ready for delivery to King Hausey,” the duke said. “Remember our conversation and keep your guard up.”
“I will, and thank you again for your hospitality.”
Zollin turned to find Jax rubbing Ferno’s neck. The teenager was enthralled by the huge dragon, and Ferno seemed to recognize a kindred spirit in Jax. Zollin tightened his grip on his pack and levitated himself up onto the dragon’s back. His companions from Ebbson Keep watched in awe, then backed away as Ferno unfurled the huge wings and waved them around. Once the duke and Jax were clear, Ferno jumped into the air and flew northeast. They didn’t follow the road exactly, since they didn’t want to be seen. They avoided settlements as they traveled and made camp along the Black River, south of Nockles, a large city on the northern end of the river.
The terrain in Baskla was vastly different from Yelsia. The farther east they traveled, the more rough and steep the hills became. They weren’t mountains, but the large hills were covered with rocky slopes, gnarly vegetation, and sparsely populated woods. Most of the people living in Baskla stayed near the coast lines. Baskla’s eastern coast ran along the Northern Sea that separated Baskla from Shuklan. To the south Baskla wrapped around the top of the Great Sea of Kings that lay at the heart of the Five Kingdoms and allowed for rapid trade between them.
The Black River ran through a deep gorge, and Zollin made camp high up on the hillside. They found a sheltered place to spend the night, with trees on either side and the hill at their backs. Zollin gathered wood and started a fire using magic, while Ferno hunted through the woods. There was ample game, but the huge dragon had to wait for something to move out of the densely treed forest and into a space big enough for the dragon to land in.
As Zollin studied the book the scholars had given him, he felt a growing sense of the evil magic he had felt spreading through the kingdoms. There was something magical in Baskla, but Zollin didn’t know if it was a magic user or some type of magical creature. All he could sense for certain was the cold, repulsive sense of evil. It was like the smell of rotten meat that had been left out in the sun. Zollin’s first instinct was to get away from the sense of evil, but it pervaded everything, almost making him feel sick to his stomach.
He drank some wine that he had stored in his pack, but didn’t feel like eating. For the first hour after they made camp, Zollin pored over the book of translations the scholars had given him. Most of the pages he read were reports of dragons and other mythical creatures. There was even a story about a phoenix, although the information was little more than common folklore about the creatures.
Then Zollin came to a longer treatise on dragons. It began with a history of human interactions with dragons; oral histories recorded the first dragons being made by a magic user to help fight against dark elves. Zollin wasn’t sure if the translated scroll was anything other than another fable at first, but then the treatise reported on the fascination that dragons have with gold. According to the ancient writing, dragons were drawn to gold because their hearts were made from gold. For a time the beasts were hunted and killed for their large hearts that were said to be the purest form of gold and more valuable than the rarest gems. It was also noted that gold had a healing effect on dragons, not only mending wounds but prolonging their lives so that some dragons were known to have lived for centuries.
But the most alarming fact from the translated scroll was the concept of dragon control. Because dragons were so powerfully affected by gold, some believed that dragons could be controlled by inscribing the name of a dragon inside a golden crown. In fact, the first crowns ever worn by kings were actually designed to give the ruler power over dragons. The reports were archaic and sometimes difficult to understand, but Zollin realized that Offendorl must have discovered Bartoom’s name, which gave him control over the dragon. Zollin felt a sudden sense of fear that he had shared Ferno’s name with so many people. If any of them found out that they could control Ferno simply by inscribing his name into a gold circlet and wearing it on their heads, then the powerful creature was in danger.
Snow began to fall, and even though Zollin stayed warm by his fire, he couldn’t keep the snow from soaking through his clothes. He was shivering by the time Ferno returned. He could have built a shelter to keep the majority of the snow off him, but he was too consumed with trying to decide what to do for Ferno. He couldn’t risk the dragon’s freedom, but at the same time, he couldn’t complete his mission for King Hausey without Ferno’s assistance.
When the dragon landed on the far side of Zollin’s fire, it immediately moved in beside him, covering the shivering wizard with one leathery wing and helping to warm him with the dragon’s natural body heat.
“We have to talk about something,” Zollin said. “I’m not sure how much of this you’ll understand but I think I know why you were so drawn to the gold you found.”
Ferno didn’t respond verbally, but Zollin sensed the sudden unquenchable desire that pulsed from the dragon, and a mental image of the shining gold coins appeared in Zollin’s mind.
“Yes,” he said. “And it’s not good news. Apparently you need gold. It can heal you and prolong your life, but it can also be used to control you. We can’t use your name anymore. If people knew that you could be controlled, they would take advantage of you. I won’t let that happen. Perhaps it is better if you return to the Highlands with your pride.”
Zollin saw the dragon flying among the mountains and then felt a questioning emotion of safety. It took him a minute to realize that the dragon was asking if returning to the Northern Highlands would make him safe. Zollin realized that it wouldn’t. Bartoom had been in the Highlands with Brianna and tried for days to resist Offendorl’s orders, but eventually it was forced to obey. The only way to keep Ferno safe was to never use the dragon’s name, but there were no guarantees.
Another mental image flashed into Zollin’s mind; this time it was of the two of them flying together. Zollin felt a joyous emotion and realized that Ferno wanted to stay with him. He felt honored that the dragon would risk so much just to help Zollin.
“All right, but from now on I’m calling you Ripper,” Zollin said.
The dragon snorted, apparently finding the name humorous. Soon Zollin was laughing too, but he still felt uneasy. He sent the dragon an image of the gold coins and Zollin reforming them into something more appropriate than carrying them around in a burlap sack.
Ferno growled, but then nudged Zollin forward with the thick tail. An image came into Zollin’s mind of the young wizard taking the sack from Ferno’s massive paw. He stepped forward and reached slowly for the sack. Ferno growled mournfully, but then let go.
Zollin immediately emptied the sack on the snowy ground. Then he closed his eyes, letting his magic flow through him. The gold coins rose up in the air and hovered over the two massive horns that sprouted from Ferno’s shoulders. Zollin used his magic to heat the metal. He only need to warm it and make the already soft gold pliable, then his magic fashioned two thick, gold bands that wrapped around the dragon’s horns. The resulting roar shook the trees and echoed off the hills that lined the deep gorge they were camped beside.
Zollin immediately felt a sense of happiness that he had never felt from Ferno before. The dragon was overjoyed. Looking at his handiwork, the gold bands looked regal on the dragon’s back. Apparently, contact with the gold satisfied the longing that had driven Ferno to kill for the gold. The dragon wrapped around Zollin and fell asleep almost immediately. Unfortunately, Zollin didn’t share the dragon’s peacefulness. He was warm and dry under the dragon’s wing, but he couldn’t help but worry that something might happen to the dragon. Zollin didn’t want to see anything happen to the creature that he considered a friend, but he also couldn’t imagine facing Brianna and telling her that it was his fault that Ferno was under someone else’s control.
The next morning they set off at dawn. The low thick clouds forced them to fly lower than they would have liked, and occasionally they had to fly through snowstorms that left them both drenched. Still, nothing could shake the dragon’s happiness. Ferno was like a child who had just gotten the best toy ever invented. Zollin had never known the dragons to be prideful, but he received several mental messages from Ferno of the dragon’s gold bands. The dragon could turn its head on the long, muscular neck and look at the gold bands. Zollin even thought he saw the ferocious mouth, full of long, pointed teeth, pulled back into a smile at one point.
Then, just before midday, a new danger appeared. Out of the gray clouds dropped several gray-skinned gargoyles. The light was poor as it filtered through the thick storm clouds, and the gargoyles blended into the uneven, gray clouds almost as if it were the perfect camouflage. The battle was instant and intense.
Two of the gargoyles, each the size of a draft horse, dropped onto Ferno’s wings, causing them all to plummet toward the ground. Zollin was falling, too, but held tightly to the reins that were lashed to the dragon’s shoulder horns, just above the gold bands.
“Blast!” Zollin shouted, fear churning his magic like the billows in a smithy’s forge.
Blue, lightning-like energy shot from Zollin’s outstretched hand and burned through the gargoyle on his right. Zollin was just about to repeat his attack when Ferno’s head came around and smashed into the gray-skinned creature with bone-shattering force. There were long gashes on the dragon’s wing where the gargoyle’s claws had tried to hold onto the thick upper portion of Ferno’s wing. The dragon fought hard to keep from crashing into the forest below, even as three more of the evil-looking gargoyles descended from the clouds. 
Ferno turned and blew a stream of fire that forced Zollin to duck his head from the intense heat. He couldn’t imagine anything surviving the blast, but when he looked up again, the gargoyles seemed unfazed by the fiery attack. They had fat bodies and long, spindly arms. Thick wings sprouted from their backs, and their legs were more muscular than their arms. They had long claws on the ends of their hands and even bigger talons on their feet, but it was their misshapen mouths that bristled with huge, pointed teeth that scared Zollin the most.
The gargoyles angled in toward the dragon, their wings flapping hard to keep pace with Ferno. An idea struck Zollin, and he sent his magic out toward the creatures. They were immune to dragon fire, but the wizard wondered how they would do with ice. It was snowing, and the gargoyles were already covered wet from the precipitation. It only took a little effort to change the snow and water on the creatures’ thick wings to ice. At first the ice only weighed down the gargoyles, but then the creatures had trouble flapping their wings. Then they fell, plummeting down toward the forest.
Zollin gave a whoop, and Ferno roared in reply. Then another group of gargoyles attacked, once again falling down out of the gray clouds, this time in front of Ferno. Zollin reached out toward the approaching creatures, but before he could act, Ferno swerved around, forcing Zollin to hold on with all his strength to keep from being flung from the dragon’s back. Ferno whirled around, lashing out with the thick, muscular tail. The dragon succeeded in batting two of the gargoyles out of the air, their bodies smashed so hard that Zollin had no doubt that they were out of the fight completely.
The third gargoyle latched onto Ferno’s rear leg like a rabid dog. The dragon roared in pain, and Zollin turned, unleashing a thick stream of blue magical energy from his outstretched hand. The blast burned a black hole in the gargoyle’s hideous head. It flipped backward and fell, but Zollin saw the blood on the dragon’s haunches and felt a pang of fear for the huge beast. Zollin looked around but couldn’t see any more of the awful creatures, but he felt a wave of evil magic wash over him, and the gargoyles tried a new tactic.
Gargoyles began to drop from the clouds by the hundreds. It was like a storm of evil. The gargoyles didn’t fly or try to hit Ferno; they simply dropped. Zollin realized that whatever was commanding the hideous creatures had reverted them back to stone. Ferno flew like Zollin had never seen anything move before. The dragon darted back and forth, spinning and juking as the creatures dropped all around them. Zollin could do nothing but hang on and hope they survived. 
For several minutes Ferno avoided the gargoyles. Zollin supposed it was instinctual flying, but he was amazed at what the huge dragon could do. There were times when Ferno tucked the massive wings close to its body and shot toward the ground like a shooting star, only to spread the wings and flash back up toward the clouds like a bolt of lightning in reverse.
The gargoyles continued to fall with no end in sight. Zollin guessed there must have been thousands hiding in the storm clouds. And then disaster struck. A falling gargoyle struck Ferno’s left wing. The sound of the wing bones snapping was like a thunder clap, and then they were falling. Zollin felt the shock of pain from Ferno, almost as if his own arm had been broken.
There was no time to think or do anything more than throw up a shield around himself and the dragon. Zollin felt the strain of protecting Ferno with his magic. They hit the treetops, the dragon’s body flipping over and going limp. Then everything went black.




Chapter 19
Lorik’s group of soldiers saw their quarry later that afternoon. Smoke in the distance was the first sign of the mercenaries, and Lorik had no doubt they were busy burning another settlement. They pushed their horses hard and finally came over a small rise to find an encampment of the Outcast near a small stream. It was late in the day, with only an hour of daylight left, yet Lorik knew it was more than enough time to finish his hunt.
“Stay here,” Lorik told the soldiers. “Keep my horse and wait until I call for you, but watch and learn.”
“You don’t want us to fight, my lord?” asked Toomis.
“No, you’ll just be killed, and I didn’t spend all this time training you to see you slain needlessly.”
“But sire, you can’t fight all those men alone.”
“I’m not alone,” Lorik said, as Spector glided around his body, the twin blades he carried glistening in the setting sun. “Now do as you’re told.”
In the small valley between the hills, a small stream meandered. The Outcasts had built several structures, one for housing their animals, the rest to shelter the small community. From what Lorik could see, there were far more people than structures, which probably meant they were sleeping in the shelters in groups. He felt sorry for the strangely mutated figures. Those he’d met after the Witch’s War were mainly innocents who were terrified by what had happened to them. They remembered the witch’s monsters attacking, but their transformation and their attack in her army was more like a dream than reality. When the witch died, they simply woke up, changed, far from home and loved ones, with no one to help them.
In the village, the mercenaries had gathered the Outcasts in one large group. Had the mutated group been the type to fight back, they could have easily overcome the mercenaries, but the outlaws were experienced killers, and the Outcasts were just frightened farmers. The mercenaries made the Outcasts watch as their homes were burned, their belongings stolen or destroyed, and their livestock slaughtered. Lorik knew how the outlaws worked; they would keep the helpless villagers until nightfall, and then they would kill the Outcasts one by one for sport. They had planned to do the same thing to Lorik, only Stone and Vera had helped him escape. Lorik had no intention of letting anyone else die at the hands of the cruel mercenaries.
“You have a plan, I suppose?” Spector hissed.
“Yes, I’m going to attack, and when the cowards scatter, you pick them off one by one.”
“Watch out for arrows,” the wraith warned.
Lorik knew that the mercenaries had seen him and his small band of soldiers. He made no attempt to hide as he moved down the hill, but he doubted that the mercenaries considered one man to be a threat. The soldiers on the hill were carrying Ortisian shields, which probably set the outlaws at ease. Yettlebor, in his desperate attempt to control the kingdom and secure his throne, had given lands and titles to mercenaries in exchange for their loyalty. Lorik was looking forward to rooting the opportunistic brigands out of his kingdom for good.
He was nearing the edge of the encampment. He could see the Outcasts clearly, and the small group of mercenaries around them. He knew there were more of the outlaws, so he wasn’t surprised when he was surrounded by armed men as he drew close to the leader of the band.
“Is that you, Lorik of Hassell Point?” said Pyllvar, the leader of the group. “You’ve recovered from King Yettlebor’s hospitality in record time.”
“Yettlebor is no longer king,” Lorik said. “In fact, he is nothing anymore other than food for the worms, as you will be very soon.”
“So those are your troops on the hill?” Pyllvar didn’t seem concerned. “They look young.”
“They are young and inexperienced. That’s why they’ll just be watching.”
“Are you going to fight us all?” Pyllvar said with a grin. “That didn’t work out too well for you last time.”
“No, it didn’t, but who says I’m alone now?”
Lorik let the threat hang in the air for a moment. He didn’t have to look around at the mercenaries to sense their anxiety. Lorik was bigger than he’d ever been, and in his black armor, he looked frightening, even to hard men like Pyllvar’s outlaws.
“But I’ll make a deal with you,” Lorik said. “I’ll fight Ulber unarmed to see if you live or die. If I win, then I’ll take you all back to Ort City and try you for your crimes. If Ulber wins, you can do whatever you like.”
“That sounds fair enough to me,” Pyllvar said.
Lorik didn’t believe that the mercenaries would fight fair or simply throw down their weapons and surrender once he defeated Ulber. Still, Lorik wasn’t worried about what would happen once he had defeated the group’s enforcer. Ulber was a cruel man and a deadly fighter. He was strong and heavily built, but Lorik was anxious to get his hands on the man who had mortally wounded Stone and given the cowardly king a chance to murder Vera.
Ulber stepped out of the shadows, handing his bow to one of the outlaws nearest to him. He had a grin on his square face, and he watched Lorik like a wolf. Lorik unbuckled his armor and lifted the finely sculpted plates over his head before setting them down on the grass. He took off his sword belt and propped the weapons against the armor. Then he flexed his arms and shoulders; the thick, sinewy muscles rolled beneath his skin as he loosened his joints for the fight.
The dark magic gave Lorik the ability to sense fear in others. He could feel it radiating from the Outcast like heat from a wildfire. The other mercenaries were scared as well, but they did a much better job controlling their emotions. Even Pyllvar was nervous. Of all the outlaws, only Ulber was without fear. Lorik had met his kind before, cold, emotionless, and with a taste for killing.
“I’ve been looking forward to this since we first met,” Ulber said.
Lorik nodded. He didn’t bother responding to his adversary, at least not yet. He had plenty to say, but that would come later. He looked Ulber over carefully. Lorik was quite sure that Ulber was still armed, even though he had given his sword to one of his comrades. Lorik guessed there was at least a knife in his boot, and perhaps even other weapons hidden in his belt. Ulber had thick arms and legs, a barrel-shaped chest, and a thick stomach. His head was shaped like a bucket and sat low on his shoulders with almost no visible neck. He had a stiff-looking leather vest on over a wool shirt with a leather bracer on his left forearm. His pants were wool, and his boots were short, but the cuffs of his trousers were tucked neatly into the tops of the boots.
Lorik forced himself to relax. He knew he was faster and stronger than his opponent, but he didn’t want to take the fight for granted. Ulber was a cruel man with vicious intentions, and Lorik had no desire to give the outlaw even a second of satisfaction in the fight.
Ulber closed the distance between himself and Lorik, unfazed by Lorik’s size and obvious strength. He threw a punch that was meant to catch Lorik off guard, but instead Lorik caught the punch in midair, stopping the powerful blow before it reached him. Ulber tried to yank his hand back, but Lorik’s grip was too strong. Ulber swung wildly with his left hand, but Lorik caught that fist, too. He held the outlaw at bay for a moment, letting the realization of his superiority dawn on the mercenary. Only when Lorik felt a wave of fear from Ulber did he act.
He shoved Ulber away, sending the heavy man reeling backward. The mercenary didn’t fall, and when he regained his balance, he charged back toward Lorik. This time Lorik struck first, landing a solid blow straight into Ulber’s face. The punch was so fast that the outlaw never even saw it coming, and this time his legs flew up, and he crashed hard onto his back. Blood exploded from his nose, which was obviously broken, but the outlaw scrambled back to his feet faster than Lorik expected. He stepped back, letting his opponent regain his footing. Lorik wasn’t in a hurry; he wanted to savor his revenge.
They began to circle one another, Ulber much more wary than before and staying out of arm’s reach. Lorik reveled in the feeling of fear he could sense not just from Ulber, but from the other outlaws. He knew they had never seen Ulber outmatched in a fight, and when the big mercenary hit the ground, their fear swelled, sending the dark magic in Lorik swirling in anticipation.
Lorik raised both hands over his head, as if he were about to swing his fists down in a savage attack, but then he kicked Ulber instead with a powerful front kick that landed squarely on the outlaw’s chest. Once again Ulber flew backward, crashing hard on the ground and rolling over his head so that he was facedown when his body finally came to a stop. 
One of the other mercenaries drew a bow, preparing to shoot Lorik from the shadows, but Spector appeared behind the man and slit his throat. The arrow skittered across the ground as the mercenary tried to hold back the flood of blood that was suddenly gushing down his chest and stomach.
Ulber was on his knees, huddled over and pretending to hold his chest, but Lorik could sense the outlaw’s intent. He had a weapon and was waiting for Lorik to get close enough that Ulber could strike him down. Lorik waited, his arms open wide, beckoning for Ulber to get up and fight.
“Is that all you’ve got?” Lorik taunted. “I didn’t think this would be so easy.”
Ulber screamed as he launched himself forward. He was like a raging bull, charging straight at Lorik, and there was a thin, almost delicate-looking knife in his hand. Lorik waited until Ulber had almost reached him, then he stepped to the side, grabbing Ulber’s wrist just as the mercenary stabbed his knife toward where Lorik had been. Lorik twisted hard, and the bones in Ulber’s wrist snapped under the sudden pressure.
This time his scream wasn’t rage—it was pain and fear. Ulber, Lorik knew, was a bully, and he’d never met his match before. He dropped to his knees once more, cradling the wrist. Lorik hit the outlaw hard in the back of the neck with his hand flat and stiff. There was a pop, and the outlaw toppled over. Lorik could see the thick shoulders of his opponent bunching as the muscles down his back suddenly cramped hard. Nerves were pinched, and Ulber experienced pain like he’d never felt before. Tears spilled from his eyes, but Lorik wasn’t finished with him. He raised a booted foot and then stomped down hard on the outlaw’s knee, feeling the bones and cartilage pop under the savage blow.
The rest of the outlaws had seen enough. Several rushed toward Lorik, raising their swords and long knives. Lorik grabbed the first man to reach him and swung the outlaw around like a living club. The mercenary went flying, crashing into several others and sending them all falling in a heap. Before the others could react, Lorik ran to his swords, drawing both weapons and locking them together.
Four outlaws renewed their charge, but Lorik spun his swords, batting away the outlaw blades and striking one of the mercenaries across the shoulder. The man fell, screaming in pain. Lorik turned quickly and stabbed sideways with his sword, impaling one man, then flung his body around as if he weighed nothing. The mortally wounded outlaw crashed into his comrade, and both fell to the ground. The fourth mercenary was backing away, but Lorik closed the distance between them quickly. He slashed downward in a powerful overhead strike. The mercenary raised his own weapon to defend himself, but he wasn’t strong enough. Lorik’s weapon crashed down so hard the mercenary’s arm was knocked down, and Lorik’s blade split the man’s head in two.
Lorik spun away, jerking his sword free and flinging gore in an arc that made the other outlaws flinch. Most had decided to flee, but Spector circled the group, his spinning attack cutting anyone who fled to ribbons. Pyllvar called the survivors to join him as he retreated into the small stable the Outcasts had built.
“Don’t let them escape,” Lorik shouted at Spector, before turning his attention back to Ulber.
The wounded outlaw was trying to crawl away, but his knee was ruined, and with only one good arm and leg, he couldn’t move fast enough. Lorik kicked the mercenary hard in the side, flipping him over and breaking several ribs in the process. Ulber still had his broken arm cradled to his chest as he struggled to breathe. Lorik stepped on the mercenary’s good hand before bending down. Ulber moaned like a terrified child after having a nightmare.
“You shot the arrow that struck down my friend?” Lorik asked as he gazed into the pale face of the big outlaw.
“Yes,” Ulber managed to groan.
“That was his wife your false king murdered before his very eyes,” Lorik said. “That was a mistake, just as killing the Outcasts you found on your journey south was.”
“We were ordered to do it,” Ulber said.
Lorik cleared his throat and spit in the mercenary’s face.
“Tell me you didn’t torture and kill just because you enjoyed it,” Lorik shouted. “Tell the truth, or I’ll make you suffer.”
Ulber managed to nod his head.
“Justice demands your life,” Lorik said. “But I won’t kill you.”
A look of relief flooded the outlaw’s face. Tears poured from his eyes as he whimpered in pain. Lorik looked up and saw Spector waiting patiently.
“He’s all yours,” Lorik said, turning and walking away.
The screams that Ulber bellowed as Spector’s knives peeled away his flesh echoed through the valley. Lorik looked up at his young cadre of troops and saw that many were physically sick as they watched the outlaw being killed. Lorik nodded and then went to where the group of Outcasts were huddled. They had been tied together, but Lorik knew they were strong enough to cast off their bonds. He looked at them. Most had elongated heads, with thick, uneven cheekbones. As their bodies were magically grown to enormous proportions, there was no thought given to aesthetics. There was nothing symmetrical about them. Most had uneven shoulders, lopsided mouths, uneven eyes, and limbs of varying size. Some muscles had been enhanced, while others looked almost as if they were in atrophy. To a man, they looked terrified, but Lorik felt nothing but pity for them.
“Why do you look so frightened?” Lorik asked. “Your tormentors are getting what they deserve. You are not the first settlement they have attacked.”
“Who are you?” asked one of the Outcast.
“I am Lorik, King of Ortis.”
“We heard that Yettlebor was king,” said another of the disfigured villagers.
“Justice has been served to the murderous coward,” Lorik said. “It is time that you and your king stand up to the likes of these outlaws.”
“We are not soldiers,” said one of the Outcast.
“But you have the strength and ability to protect yourselves. Are you from Ortis?”
Most of the villagers nodded.
“Then you have every right to be here. Things will change, but not if we sit idle and do nothing. We must come together.”
“The normal people won’t have us,” argued another of the villagers.
“They fear us,” said the first to speak.
“And they should, but not for the reasons you think. Stand with me, and I will ensure there is a place for you in the Five Kingdoms.”
“You’ll protect us?” one of the smaller villagers asked.
“I’ll teach you how to protect yourself.”
The group looked around, then nodded.
“Good,” Lorik said. “Now cast off that rope—it cannot hold you.”
The villagers looked uncertain, but one of them pulled his arms apart. The rope that tied his hands held for a moment as he strained against his bonds, then suddenly the rope split apart. The others looked at their own bonds, and a few more broke the rope; finally the rest strained and pulled, snapping their bonds, until the entire group was free. Lorik not only saw the incredulous looks that crossed their faces, but he felt the sense of empowerment radiating off them.
“The outlaw is dead,” Spector hissed as Lorik turned back to the stable. “What of these that remain?”
“We will treat them the way they treated others,” Lorik pronounced. “Burn it to the ground.”
Lorik lifted a burning beam from one of the destroyed shelters and tossed it onto the thatched roof of the stable. The thatch caught fire immediately, and he could feel the terror from the mercenaries inside. The stable was a simple structure made for the purpose of keeping the encampment’s livestock together through the night. There was only one large door and no windows. Lorik unhooked his swords and positioned himself just outside the stable doors. Spector glided in the air beside him; his friend was incapable of being still when the excitement of battle was upon him. After a short time, smoke began to billow out the door, and Lorik could hear the outlaws coughing inside. It was only a matter of time before the doors bust open and the mercenaries came rushing out. Then the slaughter would truly begin.




Chapter 20
The tunnel leading down into the caverns had cooled enough that Brianna and Jute could walk down the sloping pathway. The sun was up by the time they reached the tunnel, and Brianna let the light shine on her face for a long moment; then she turned and followed Jute down into the darkness.
“Fine work on the tunnel,” Jute said with grudging respect.
“Thank you,” Brianna said.
They could feel the heat that still radiated from the recently melted walls, and at the bottom of the tunnel, a blob of molten rock had spread out across the smooth cavern floor, leaving an unsightly rock formation in the otherwise pristine cavern. Even though Jute had described the caverns under the mountains, Brianna was still in awe of the incredible craftsmanship around her.
Jute led the way through the darkened spaces, with only the barest hint of flame on Brianna’s right hand to give them light when they needed it. Many of the caverns and tunnels were lined with glowing minerals that shed a soft, almost dreamy light to the dark spaces under the mountains.
Brianna saw the pillars carved to look like dwarves. She marveled at seeing giant sculptures of dwarves that were hundreds of times larger than any dwarf she’d ever met. Everywhere she looked it seemed was a new wonder. They walked for hours, rushing through caverns that Brianna could have spent hours inspecting. She had thought that Jute was exaggerating, but what she found beneath the mountains was nothing short of a kingdom’s own treasury.
There were statues made of precious metals, scenes carved into the stone that wrapped around the caverns and some that even covered the ceiling. Brianna could see the empty homes, the darkened workshops, and deserted villages. It broke her heart to think that such a magnificent race of people had vanished completely. The loss was so great, it seemed to make her own problems seem petty by comparison. It was also a stark reminder that the things and people she loved wouldn’t last forever.
They passed dark mining shafts, but Jute led them on. Despite his injuries, his stamina seemed unending. They crossed bridges that were built across huge empty spaces that were lost in darkness that made Brianna feel very small. There were stairs leading down to new caverns, long tunnels that forced Brianna to duck her head and walk bent over. The only way to mark the passage of time was by her need to rest.
Jute talked very little and always in a whisper. His tension was palpable. It took days to reach the mining shafts that led down to the underworld. To Brianna they seemed like bottomless pits that made her feel small and insignificant.
“These shafts lead down to the underworld?” Brianna asked.
“That’s right,” Jute whispered. “The dwarves dug too deep in their search for ore.”
“So what stops the Bollarg from just coming up these shafts?”
“He’s too big,” Jute said. “And even if he could get here, he can’t get out of the caverns without help.”
“Is this where the dwarves are digging a new way out?”
“No,” Jute said. “But this is where the Gorslings came up. They only use these shafts when they are drawn up by something. We should be able to go down without being seen, as long as we’re quiet.”
The mining shaft had stairs carved into one side that zigzagged back and forth. The descent was easy enough, but Brianna could only imagine what climbing that many stairs would be like. She knew she would find out soon enough, and if they were pursued, the ascent would be even more arduous.
The shaft seemed to go on and on, with none of the magical, phosphorescent light they had enjoyed in the caverns above. Brianna used only the barest of flames to allow her to keep her bearings, even though it made Jute nervous. Brianna knew that sooner or later they would have to reveal themselves and she didn’t want to do that prematurely, but she needed to be able to at least see the next step.
Eventually light from the underworld became visible. The lower part of the shaft was not like the upper sections. Brianna could see tools and and unfinished digs in the narrowing sides of the shafts. Below them, the large expanse narrowed like a funnel, and in the center was a hole that led down into the underworld. It wasn’t large; Brianna guessed that the opening was just big enough for a full-grown man to crawl through. The stairs ended abruptly, and they were forced to scramble over piles of loose stone to make their way to the opening.
“Is it guarded?” Brianna asked.
“No,” Jute said. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have made it out.”
“Where are your people?”
“Below us is a small cavern. We’ll have to climb down, then cross through a long tunnel. My kin are kept near the Bollarg in the main cavern.”
“And what will we face in the caverns below?”
“It could be Gorslings, or some other nightmarish beasts, or nothing at all. There is no order in the underworld. Only pain and misery.”
“Perhaps it’s best if you stay here,” Brianna said.
“I will not.”
“How are you going to climb with only one arm?”
“I’ll manage,” Jute said. “You worry about yourself.”
“Why are you so stubborn?”
“It’s not stubbornness if I’m right,” Jute grumbled.
He lowered himself into the opening. The sides were jagged, which made it easy to climb. Jute was slow but steady as he went, making sure his feet found solid places to brace his body before moving down. Brianna could see the grim determination in the dim red light that was shining up through the opening.
She followed after Jute, but once they were far enough into the cavern that she could see below and ensure that nothing was waiting or taking notice of their descent, she let go. She kicked herself away from the wall and flipped backward. A large pool of molten rock gave the cavern the red light and also heated the air. Brianna was able to glide slowly down on the warm updraft, until she could drop lightly to the floor of the cavern.
Jute was still high up on the wall, but she heard his grunt. She didn’t know if it was respect or disdain for how quickly she made her way down into the cavern. She kept an eye out for anyone or anything that might be alerted to their presence, but the cavern was deserted. A long, dark tunnel led away from the cavern. When Jute finally completed his climb, they hurried down the gloomy corridor.
Brianna stayed closer to Jute as they traveled through the underworld. She knew if things went bad, she would be hard-pressed to protect the dwarf, but she didn’t want to let danger surprise her either. They passed several fat worms that were slowly crawling down the tunnel. Jute used hand signals to communicate with her. He covered his eyes and then pointed to the worms.
Blind, he mouthed without making a sound.
Then he covered his mouth and shook his head, before pointing at the worms again.
Dumb, he mouthed.
Brianna nodded her head, and they went quietly passed the fat creatures. The tunnel opened up into a much larger cavern. Brianna realized that they were high up on the cavern wall, and peeking out, they had a good view of what lay below. There was a massive lake of molten lava in the center of the cavern. On one end was a giant throne. The being that sat on the throne was shaped like a man, but instead of skin or clothes, the being was covered in living flames. Brianna watched in fascination for several moments. When the being moved, the flames collapsed inward, almost like water, then reshaping. It was completely unnatural, and Brianna guessed the human shape was by choice, not design.
Brianna could control fire, conjuring intense heat with a single thought and melting stone so that she could swim through solid rock. But the Bollarg was made of fire, a living flame that could take any shape.
“Where are your people?” Brianna asked.
“There,” Jute said, pointing to the far side of the molten lake.
“What do you need to free them?”
“Nothing but time,” Jute said. “If we can distract the Bollarg and its minions long enough, then I can lead them out.”
“A distraction,” Brianna said. “I can provide that, but I can’t keep you safe until you’re out of this cavern.”
“We can make it,” Jute said. “But we need to wait until the working group is brought back. For a short time, all the dwarves will be together. When that happens, we can escape.”
Brianna looked around the cavern. There was no sense of order, no industry. The dwarves on the far side of the cavern huddled together. Most were sprawled on the stone floor, their small bodies curled in the sleep of exhaustion.
Brianna had doubts about Jute’s plan, but she was glad that she had time to watch and learn as much as she could about the Bollarg and the other miserable creatures in the cavern. It was a nightmarish scene. There were horribly misshapen creatures all around the cavern, some wailing in distress, others taking out their frustration and rage on those less fortunate. Nowhere did Brianna see hope or happiness. It was a place of utter despair, a prison of forgotten souls.
Hours passed, and there was no sign of the other dwarves. Brianna was beginning to wonder if those she could see below them were possibly all that was left of Jute’s kinsmen. Finally, Jute tapped her arm and pointed. A line of dwarves were being escorted into the cavern. They looked even more ragged and exhausted than the others. Brianna knew she would have to keep the entire cavern occupied for at least an hour just to give the dwarves time to escape the main cave, and then the Bollarg would know the dwarves were escaping.
“This plan isn’t very good,” Brianna said.
“Do you have a better one?” Jute asked.
Brianna wished that Zollin were there. His skills would have been useful in helping the dwarves escape while she distracted the Bollarg.
“No, I’ll distract the wretched creatures,” Brianna said. “Get your people out as fast as you possibly can.”
“I will,” Jute said with a fierce determination in his voice.
“Then here goes nothing.”




Chapter 21
Usually after a fight Lorik felt tired, but not this time. The darkness inside him was stirred by the chaos and destruction. The fear of his enemies fed his power, which seemed to roil inside him, ready to come pouring out in a rain of destruction, but the mercenaries were all dead, and there was no one left to fight.
And the fight itself had been rather disappointing. The mercenaries were not only terrified after seeing Ulber defeated so easily and hearing his death cries as Spector carved the outlaw into bloody pieces, but the stable had quickly filled with smoke, sapping the strength of the mercenaries who barely put up a fight as they fled the small structure. Lorik and Spector cut them down quickly and efficiently. Only Pyllvar was allowed to live, and then only for a few minutes.
Lorik stood with his boot on Pyllvar’s throat after knocking the mercenary’s sword away and slicing a deep gash into his upper thigh. The outlaw gasped for breath, clawing weakly at Lorik’s boot as Pyllvar’s eyes bulged grotesquely.
“Do you see this?” Lorik said in a loud voice to the group of Outcasts huddled nearby. “He is just a man. You have no need to fear men. You are stronger and more powerful than any man. I know you did not choose to be changed and perhaps you despise the way you look, but you should never let a man like this hurt you or the people you love.”
Lorik’s sword stabbed down, straight through Pyllvar’s open mouth and out the back of his neck. The smell of his bowels releasing in death was strong, and Lorik jerked his sword free and went to find something to clean his legendary blades on. He signaled to the group of soldiers who rode down into the valley.
“Help the villagers collect their things—they’ll be going with us,” he told the men.
“But they’re monsters,” said one of the soldiers.
What Lorik did next was almost like someone else was controlling his body and he was a mere observer. He blew straight at the soldier who had voiced his opinion about the Outcasts. It was a simple gesture, almost like a child blowing the white fluff off a dandelion, but the result was completely unexpected. The soldier screamed, but his cry was cut off suddenly as his entire upper body froze solid. The skin turned blue, and ice crystals formed at his mouth and nose. His eyes became hard like glass, and he suddenly fell to the side.
When the soldier hit the ground, his upper body shattered. Blood and tissue bounced on the ground, like a porcelain vase that is knocked onto a stone floor. The dead soldier’s legs and lower abdomen lay on the ground as if he’d been cut in two.
Lorik felt the dark magic stirring in him. It was similar to what had occasionally happened when he was filled with the magic from the Drery Dru, only this time it felt more powerful. Lorik didn’t like to kill indiscriminately, but he wouldn’t allow his own troops to mistreat the Outcasts. Perhaps it was because their lives had been stolen from them, the same way Yettlebor had stolen what Lorik loved most, or maybe it was because they too had been touched by the darkness, but whatever the reason, he felt a kinship with the Outcast and he wouldn’t tolerate anyone mistreating them.
“Does anyone else have anything to say?” Lorik asked.
None of the soldiers dared move, much less speak.
“Good, then we understand each other. The Outcasts are different, but they are still our countrymen. They did not choose to be different, and we will not cast them aside because they are. We need to gather their things and move on from this place.”
“They can’t ride,” said Toomis. “We’ll gather the outlaws’ horses, but we’ll have to slow our pace.”
“You are correct,” Lorik said. “But you might be surprised at how hardy these folk are. Gather the horses and make our camp upriver. I want four men on guard all night. You can stand watch in two-hour shifts; that way, you all will get some rest. And butcher one of the villager’s sheep for our supper—there’s no sense in all the livestock going to waste.”
It was dark by the time the Outcast villagers, nearly forty all told, finally made their way to the soldiers’ camp. In the end, three sheep were roasted over open fires on spits made by the villagers. They had very meager possessions, but they all carried something from the village. Lorik walked among the Outcasts, hearing their stories and learning about their skills. Most had been farmers, some shopkeepers. They had banded together for safety, although it did them little good since only two had weapons, and those were taken from the mercenaries.
The next day they set out at dawn. The Outcast were not unlike Lorik himself. A slow jog was their ideal pace, one they could keep up for hours. Without the horses the soldiers would have been left far behind. Lorik led the group north again but didn’t push the group as hard as he had on the way south. They traveled through the day and made camp at night.
Lorik was sullen during the day, despite the good weather and the good time the group was making. He couldn’t explain why his mood always seemed to sour in the daylight. At night he was a different person. He spent hours talking with his soldiers or visiting with the villagers. The darkness seemed to calm him, to ease the pain of his guilt. Specter was always close by, but he could make himself invisible when he wanted to, and although Lorik could always feel the hatred that radiated from his friend, the wraith preferred solitude when the group wasn’t in danger.
On the third day they spotted another group of Outcasts. Even from a distance, Lorik could see that the group was wary. He ordered the soldiers to halt and wait, while he and two of the villagers went toward the group on foot. The Outcasts were taller than Lorik, who was taller himself than most men. But while the Outcast looked like deformed people, Lorik looked like a god. There was no sign of fat anywhere on his body, and his features were perfectly symmetrical. His muscles were large, but he was still very limber and agile. His face was dark, even when he wasn’t wearing the menacing-looking helmet that matched his black armor, but he did his best to seem accommodating.
“That’s close enough,” shouted one of the men from the new group of Outcasts. “What do you want?”
Lorik and the villagers stopped. He guessed they were thirty paces from the other group and he could see that they were not doing well. Even in their mutated state, Lorik could see hunger in their eyes. They looked gaunt and fearful, despite the fact that the new group outnumbered Lorik’s own party.
“My name is Lorik, and I am the King of Ortis,” he said, trying his best to sound regal. “We mean you no harm. In fact, we would offer you safety and rest if you would join us.”
“You’re not one of us,” the Outcast said.
“We are both men,” Lorik said. “We are both Ortisians. We have both been touched by magic. I am sorry for what the witch did to you. And I cannot change it, but I would not forsake you or mistreat you simply because we are different. There is room in Ortis for humans and the Outcast to live together. You have skills, new strengths and abilities since you’ve been changed. Not everything the witch did was bad. We can help each other.”
“We need food,” the man said.
“We have it,” Lorik said. “Come with us to Ort City; let me find a place for you and your people.”
“Most of us have been barely able to survive this last year. We’re weak. We’ll slow you down.”
“So be it. I will not turn a blind eye to those in need.”
The speaker nodded, and the group moved slowly toward Lorik. He could see the fear in the eyes of so many, but he stayed with them, sending the two villagers back for food. They spend the rest of the day gathered together, sharing food and medicine, and resting. The soldiers gathered fuel for fires, and one of the captured horses was slaughtered to supply meat for the group, which was over a hundred people strong, counting the soldiers and Outcasts together.
They moved more slowly over the next two days, and on the morning of the third since meeting the new group of Outcasts, Lorik sent two of his soldiers ahead. He had no illusions about how the Outcasts would be accepted in Ort City. He intended to ride ahead himself and prepare the city for their new arrivals. For the first time since leaving the Wilderlands, Lorik felt as if he were doing what he was meant to do. His goal was to unify Ortis, to bring the kingdom together and reclaim their strength. In his mind, the Outcasts offered them a strength they hadn’t had before. He could envision a well trained army of the mutated people, strong and strategically deployed to keep the kingdom safe. But, like the dark clouds that were rolling across the sky, his dream was swept away just as quickly as the sunshine before the storm.
“My lord,” said Toomis as he returned from scouting ahead. “There is trouble in Ortis.”
“What manner of trouble?” Lorik asked.
“The city is occupied by troops from Baskla.”
“What?” Lorik asked.
“It is true, sire. Finnius is learning more, but I thought it best to return before our party came within sight of the city.”
“That was wise,” Lorik said. “Have our people make camp here.”
“Shall I go?” Spector hissed.
“Yes, and find out what is happening.”
Lorik paced. Waiting was not his strong suit, and the darkness within him sent warning premonitions as the day waned. Finnius did not return, and even though Lorik had won the respect of some of his soldiers, others were less inclined to accept the Outcasts. Once night fell, nearly a dozen of his remaining soldiers drifted away. Lorik let them go. He had a feeling that war was inevitable, and while he had no doubt the deserters would join his enemies, he only wanted those loyal to him to remain.
Spector returned three hours after nightfall. Lorik felt his friend approaching; the outrage in the wraith was like a beacon in the darkness. He walked out away from the camp to meet the ghostly figure. Spector loomed up out of the darkness suddenly; the form of his head and shoulders was all that was visible.
“It is worse than we thought,” Spector said. “Nearly a thousand men at arms.”
“That’s at least a third of Baskla’s army,” Lorik said.
“Five hundred men are camped on the southern plain. They have the high ground.”
“Half of the force from Baskla?”
“Half,” the wraith confirmed.
“I’m flattered,” Lorik said. “Perhaps they’ve heard of my prowess in battle.”
“I could kill their commander tonight,” Spector suggested. “Without a leader they will falter.”
“You would spoil my fun? No, we shall go together and ruin their night.”
“No mercy,” the wraith hissed.
“No mercy,” Lorik agreed. “They are here to kill us. We will show them what a bad idea that is.”




Chapter 22
The cold night was made warmer with a roaring fire not far from the small village. Quinn stretched out on the ground with his feet near the fire and fell quickly asleep. Mansel, on the other hand, sat staring into the flames for a long time. For a while he thought that moving from place to place and living by his sword was the greatest life he could imagine. But his problems seemed to creep up on him when he least expected them. Chief among them was his love for drink. Since meeting Nycol, he had a reason to be moderate with ale. She had never held his love for spirits against him, but he had a deep desire not to let her down. And yet, despite his self-discipline and strongest efforts, he had failed her in the worst way.
The weight of her death weighed on him more deeply with each passing day. He felt as if he would be crushed by his guilt. He wanted to die; nothing sounded as sweet to him as lying down and opening his own veins, yet he couldn’t turn his back on Quinn. His friend had been badly injured in the fight with Kurchek, and there was something different about him that was hard to understand. It was a change of personality and it was something Mansel felt entirely unsuited to deal with.
Over the next few days, they avoided villages. Quinn wanted to stop, but Mansel insisted that they pass through. They stayed in abandoned barns or camped beside streams. It was solitary and peaceful, but each moment was painful for Mansel. Nycol preferred solitude and would have wanted to avoid the settlements. Everything seemed to remind Mansel of his lost love. The gray clouds that hung so close were like the cold weight of judgment just waiting to fall. Eventually snow did fall, and Mansel was forced to take refuge in a small inn. They took their dinner in their room rather than in the common room, and Mansel ignored the young serving maid’s advances. He knew that for a few coins she would warm his bed, but even the thought of being intimate with someone felt like a red hot poker in his heart.
He did, however, accept a bottle of strong wine, which he drank after Quinn was tucked into his bed and snoring. The room had a small wood stove to warm it, but the small space got so hot that Mansel ended up sitting by the open window, staring out at the darkness drinking his wine and brooding.
The next morning he was ill and in no mood to deal with Quinn’s loss of civility. When he heard his companion getting up and preparing to go out, he rolled over on the small bed and looked at Quinn.
“You should wait,” Mansel said.
“For what? I don’t need an escort to fetch breakfast.”
“Just wait, I’m getting up.”
Mansel sat up, but the room spun, and he felt his stomach flip. He dashed to the window, which was still open, and stuck his head out until his stomach emptied what remained from his night of drinking. He brushed his mouth with his sleeve and stood up, waiting for a new wave of dizziness to pass.
“You finished?” Quinn asked sharply.
“I just need a minute.”
“You always were a fool when it came to drink.”
Mansel almost struck his friend. Quinn watched him without any awareness of how angry he was making the young warrior.
“Go have your breakfast, but I would keep that foul tongue of yours in your mouth if you don’t want your ears boxed.”
“The only foul thing around here is you,” the older man said in a matter-of-fact tone. “You smell like stale wine and sweat.”
“Get out,” Mansel shouted.
Quinn left the room, and Mansel poured cold water over his head. The small inn provided clean towels, and Mansel stripped down, scrubbed his body, then put his clothes back on. He was just pulling his boots up when he heard shouting in the common room. Grabbing his sword and their pack of basic supplies, which included their small stash of coins, he hurried out.
“You’re a beast of a man,” the server was shouting.
“I’m honest, that’s all,” Quinn said with a look of utter calm on his face. “Your food tastes like pig slop.”
“If you don’t like it, then get out!” the serving girl said.
“What’s all this?” the innkeeper said as he hurried into the common room.
“He’s insulted me all morning,” the woman said.
Mansel noticed that she was not as young or as attractive in the bright morning sunlight as she had appeared the night before.
“We’ll leave,” Mansel said.
“Please, don’t rush off,” the innkeeper said apologetically. “If there is something wrong with the food, we will make it right.”
“There’s nothing wrong with food, just my partner,” Mansel said.
“Nothing wrong,” Quinn said quietly. “The ale was warm, the bread was stale, there were crumbs in the crock of butter that looked like a horse had eaten out of it, and the portage tastes like mud.”
“He’s not well,” Mansel said.
“You see!” the woman cried. “He’s a horrid brute.”
“Who’s a brute?” Quinn shouted as Mansel pulled him toward the door.
“Our apologies,” Mansel said in a loud voice.
Quinn was just opening his mouth for another insult when Mansel shoved him out the door and into the snow. The ground was covered with slushy, white snow. The bright sun would melt it all by nightfall, but the day was extremely cold, and the gray clouds had parted for the time being.
Mansel felt as if the bright light was stabbing his brain. He felt his stomach churn, and his mouth began to water again. He knew he was going to be sick as he staggered toward the barn.
“A talentless cook, an ugly maid, and a man who can’t hold his liquor, yet I’m the bad guy?” Quinn said in a voice that was almost taunting. “Try not to get vomit on your clothes—I don’t want to smell that foul stench all day.”
He walked past Mansel with his back straight and his head held high. Mansel watched him march into the small stable where their horses were secured in warm stalls for the night. Then his stomach erupted violently, and he lost track of time. Eventually Quinn came out leading his own horse.
“Where’s my horse?” Mansel asked.
“In the barn,” Quinn said. “Don’t expect me to saddle it for you. I didn’t sit up all night drinking.”
Mansel would have punched the older man, but he was too weak. He strapped his sword around his waist and went to get his own horse. By the time he came out, Quinn was nearly a quarter mile down the muddy road. Mansel didn’t hurry to catch up. He’d had enough of Quinn’s mouth to last him a lifetime. And the worst part was that Mansel knew Quinn was right. He had drunk himself into a stupor the night before, even though he knew it would make him sick the next morning. The food at the inn had been rather bland, and the serving maid was not particularly good at her job. Still, Mansel knew that just because a thing was true didn’t mean that it was acceptable to announce it to the world.
For most of the day Mansel kept his distance. A few hours after dawn, the gray clouds rolled back in, the mud on the country lane turned hard, the snow that had survived the sunshine refroze, and a cold wind started to blow. It was almost dark before Mansel decided he needed to catch up to Quinn. They would need to find a place to make camp soon, and Mansel wasn’t particularly looking forward to sleeping through a night of foul weather. He was hoping they might be close to a town or village, when he saw the men running from the grove of trees near the road toward Quinn.
He was a perfect mark for brigands. An older man, alone, Quinn looked like an easy target. One of the outlaws grabbed the horse’s reins just below the bridle, and another tried to fling Quinn off the horse. Mansel had kicked his own mount into a gallop, but Quinn was far enough ahead of the young warrior that the outlaws could rob him and escape before Mansel reached him. But Quinn wasn’t an easy target.
He kicked the man trying to unseat him from his horse with a hard boot to the man’s face. Mansel saw the man drop into the mud beside the horse, then Quinn drew the throwing knives he kept in the hidden sheath at the small of his back. The first knife flew true and caught one of the outlaws who was running toward him. It sank into the man’s gut, and the outlaw dropped with a bloodcurdling shriek. When Quinn tried to throw the other knife with his other hand, he nearly toppled out of the saddle. The knife fell well short of the mark, and the older man struggled to keep his seat on the horse.
Mansel drew his sword and held it high, screaming a battle cry of his own as he charged toward the outlaws. With two of their own down, the remaining two men decided to cut their losses and retreated, dragging their fallen comrades back toward the grove of trees. Mansel reined in his horse and circled around Quinn, still alert for danger, but there was none.
“Are you okay?” Mansel asked.
“Fine,” Quinn said irritably while holding his hand tight against his side.
“You’ve aggravated those ribs again.”
“I did more than that to those fools.” 
Mansel stepped down off his horse and picked up the throwing knife that was lying on the ground a few steps from Quinn’s horse. The other knife was still in the outlaw’s belly that had been dragged away.
“Here,” Mansel said, handing the knife back to Quinn. “You did well.”
“No thanks to you,” the older man muttered.
Mansel hadn’t eaten all day and he felt lightheaded as the excitement wore off. He decided to walk for a while and led his horse beside Quinn’s. They came to a village shortly after nightfall and took a room at the small inn that was little more than a large house on the roadside.
As they ate, Mansel sipped ale and watched Quinn. There were no other guests at the small establishment. It was a quiet place, a tad rundown in Mansel's opinion, but the food was passable.
Mansel was surprised at how his mentor had handled himself against the group of highwaymen. Quinn had always been a good fighter, but killing wasn’t something that he did without feeling the weight of his actions, yet he sat in the common room eating and drinking as if nothing had happened. That loss of emotion bothered Mansel more than everything that had happened to Quinn up to that point. It was as if the man Mansel knew and loved was slowly slipping away to be replaced by a cold, passionless killer. More than ever, Mansel knew he had to get Quinn help as soon as he possibly could. His only hope was that Zollin might be in Orrock, and if the young wizard wasn’t there, it was possible his father would be lost.




Chapter 23
Lorik was as stealthy as a shadow, and Spector was completely invisible as they moved across the dark landscape. Not that there was anyone nearby to see or hear them, but Lorik felt a sense of danger growing as they got nearer to the capital. They saw the soldiers and their camp from a long distance away. Whoever was leading them was taking no chances. Lorik stopped several hundred feet away from the line of sentries that protected the camp.
“I’ve never seen such a well manned perimeter guard,” Lorik said.
“These are not common soldiers,” Spector agreed.
“I can’t fathom how we can even get close without being seen. There is no way we can attack them without raising the guard.”
“No way for you,” Spector said. “None of those fools are looking up.”
“Good idea,” Lorik said.
“You have a plan?”
“Actually I do. But it doesn’t involve you, at least not directly. I want you to find out what is going on inside the city.”
“I’m more useful to you inside the camp,” Spector hissed.
Lorik didn’t miss the anger in the wraith’s voice. He didn’t like being used as a spy. The ghostly entity preferred to be involved in conflict directly, but Lorik needed to know what he was facing. And while the soldiers in the camp were well organized and ready for a sneak attack, they weren’t invulnerable.
“Don’t worry, you’ll be back before things get dicey here. I only plan to sting them a little and make them nervous. A sleepless night before battle won’t do them any favors.”
“You plan to fight them head on?”
“In the morning,” Lorik said. “Just you and me.”
“Excellent,” Spector said.
“I’m glad you agree—now find out what’s going on inside the city.”
The wraith glided away. Lorik felt his friend flying up into the air, moving toward the city as Lorik turned and ran back toward his own camp. His plan involved a little misdirection, and for that he needed the Outcasts.
When he reached his own camp, he sent for the leaders of the Outcasts. Two of the misshapen figures had taken on the responsibility of looking out for the others. One was from the group of villagers; his name was Yorry. The other was a woman, from the second group of Outcasts. She was hideous to look at, her face twisted by the witch’s magic into a lumpy mass with one eye permanently swollen shut. Still, she was smart, organized, and knew everyone in the camp by name. She was called Kora, although most of the Outcasts called her Mother.
“What is it?” Yorry asked.
“Danger?” Kora asked.
“Not yet, but I need your help,” Lorik explained.
“We aren’t fighters,” Yorry said. “Not many of us at any rate.”
“Yes, I know that and I don’t need you to fight. But I need you to pretend to fight.”
“What do you mean?” Kora asked.
“I want you to wake everyone, line them up for battle, and give those on the front weapons.”
“This sounds suspiciously like you want us to fight,” Kora said.
“No,” Lorik explained. “I just need you to be seen. I’ll show you where to form up. You’ll be in sight, but too far away to be in danger. I’m going to attack the soldiers all night; by morning they’ll be exhausted, scared, and expecting an attack. When they see you, they’ll naturally expect that I’m leading you against them. When they form up to attack you—which I’m guessing they’ll do; otherwise what is the point of being outside the city walls?—it will give me the perfect opportunity to attack their flank.”
“You really plan to attack them alone?”
“They won’t expect it,” Lorik said. “But it won’t be the first time I’ve taken on entire armies. If for some reason my flanking attack doesn’t stop them, then retreat. Don’t let them get close enough to engage you.”
“You won’t need help?” Yorry asked.
“No, by that point I’ll be dead. No sense in fighting for me then,” Lorik said jovially.
“I don’t think that’s funny,” Kora said. “Why fight at all? We could go south together.”
“And just wait for the northern armies to come wipe us out? You do realized that will happen, don’t you? There is no place for someone who is different in the minds of some people. We must make them see that we are strong. If we’re to have any kind of life, we must strike first and strike such a blow that no one in their right mind ever considers the idea of attacking us again.”
The two Outcasts looked at each other, then nodded.
“We’ll have everyone ready,” Yorry said.
“Good, Toomis will show you where to go once everyone is moving. In the meantime, I’ll make sure the soldiers get no rest tonight.”
Lorik gave orders to Toomis, who was already nervous. Most of the young soldiers were just waiting for their chance to slip away in the darkness. Toomis seemed committed to Lorik, but the self-declared king could take no chances. So he gave Toomis orders but didn’t fill him in on the plan. Then he went to the weapon horde that they had taken from the mercenaries. There were several bows in the collection of weapons, but Lorik only needed one. He did, however, take all of the quivers of arrows, six in all, each one with well over two dozen arrows. He slung the quivers over his shoulder and jogged back toward the army camped outside Ort City.
It was past midnight when Lorik finally felt ready to begin his assault. At one time he had been proficient with a bow and arrows, but that was long ago, and there had been no need to hone his marksmanship over the last year. Still, he was confident that he could hit his target, as long as he could gauge the distance accurately in the darkness.
He could see the soldiers standing duty around the camp very clearly. Their commander had set up tall torches that were driven into the ground along the sentry line. There were two torches between every soldier, the light creating a barrier around the camp that would make it impossible to slip through without being seen. But the torches also made anything beyond their ring of light invisible in the darkness, while illuminating the soldiers perfectly.
The dark magic in Lorik reaffirmed his aim as he drew the first arrow back and aimed high into the sky. Lorik knew the draw weight on the bow was high—he guessed sixty or seventy pounds—but with his magically enhanced strength, it was almost like he was playing with a child’s toy. When he released the bowstring, the arrow shot into the darkness so quickly that Lorik felt a thrill at the missile’s deadly potential. He was far enough away that he had time to lower the bow and watch the result of his shot. He could feel the arrow flying through the air. The soldier he had aimed at shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Then the arrow hit the man in the center of his chest. With his senses enhanced by the dark magic, Lorik knew that the arrow had shattered the soldier’s breastbone and stopped his heart instantly.
The guard fell to the ground, and the next soldier, who was at least thirty paces away, called to him. After a moment, another shout sounded, and Lorik knew the alarm was being raised. He jogged forward, moving away from the fallen soldier until he could take aim at another sentry. This time the arrow hit lower, sinking into the soldier’s stomach. He fell with a scream that echoed across the distance. Lorik felt a grim satisfaction with his shot, but the darkness inside him seemed to exalt in the deadly carnage he was creating.
The soldiers were shocked at first. The attack was completely one-sided. Lorik could see his targets well illuminated by their torches, while he was completely hidden in the darkness. Orders were shouted as still more men fell prey to Lorik’s deadly aim. He fired the arrows a little more quickly once panic started to set in, but then the commander of the soldiers took control of the situation. He called his men back, away from the light of their sentry line. It was a good tactic, but lanterns and fires in the camp still made the soldiers visible to Lorik. He could have sensed them in the darkness with his magic, but there was no need. He couldn’t make out individuals, but the soldiers were amassed in dark clumps beyond the line of torchlight.
Lorik shot more arrows, launching his deadly missiles into the clumps of soldiers one after another until their commander finally ordered them to lock shields. Lorik had worked through nearly half of his supply of arrows before his first miss. The arrow still hit his target, but the soldiers had finally gotten their shields into position. Lorik felt the hollow thump as the arrow smashed into the wooden shield. His internal darkness recoiled in angry disappointment.
It was time for Lorik to change tactics. He guessed there were only a couple of hours of darkness left to him, and it was time that he tested out his new powers. Freezing the outspoken soldier had been a strange surprise. It wasn’t the first time that Lorik had used magic, and it had come to him in the heat of the moment, almost involuntarily. But now he needed to work magic in a more proactive way.
First, he focused on his magical senses. He didn’t know what he was doing exactly, but he could feel the fear and frustration of the enemy soldiers. It was like being near the embers of a fire. He couldn’t see the flames, but he could feel the heat. What he needed to do was focus on his magic, shifting his awareness from the group to the individuals. It wasn’t as easy as he had hoped, but eventually he could make out a much smaller group of men. The magic was powerful; he could sense the individual heartbeats of each soldier as they waited in the darkness, huddled behind their shields, to see what deadly attack was coming next.
Lorik raised his bow again and released an arrow. The sliver of deadly wood and steel whistled through the darkness. Lorik felt it as the arrow crested in mid-air, then began streaking down toward the huddle of soldiers. This time Lorik didn’t just wait for the result, he guided it. There were small gaps between the men’s shields. To Lorik it was a bit like walking through a familiar room in the darkness. He knew where things were, knew where he wanted the arrow to go, he just had to will it into the exact spot.
His magical senses picked up the adjustments he was making with the arrow as it fell, and the incredible power gave Lorik a thrill. Then the arrow struck, glancing off the edge of a shield and then slamming into one man’s side. There was a scream of pain, then yelling and shouting as the men around their fallen comrade tried to close the gap in their shield wall. Lorik couldn’t help but chuckle with excitement, but not over the mortal wound his arrow had caused. He didn’t revel in death and took no satisfaction from killing, despite the fact that the darkness inside him fed off the carnage, growing stronger from the chaos around him. It was the heady sense of power he could now wield that made Lorik smile. He wasn’t just a magical vessel anymore, not just a supernaturally powerful warrior. He was becoming a wizard in his own way now, a wielder of the power that resided in him.
He fired more arrows, keeping up the magical assault until it was almost dawn and he had exhausted his supply of arrows. Spector returned, and in the predawn gloom, Lorik sensed the Outcasts moving into position. It was almost time for the battle to begin in earnest, and Lorik felt the familiar sense of anxiety-tinged excitement.
“The commander in the city is none other than Ricard’s successor,” Spector said in a gravelly whisper. “He has been alerted to your presence.”
“By the deserters?” Lorik asked.
“By his commander, who you’ve been torturing all night,” Spector said. “The gates are closed, and the city walls manned by no less than five hundred Basklian soldiers.”
“So it’s all true,” Lorik said.
“Indeed… What is your plan?”
“There is no plan,” Lorik said as he drew his sword. “Just kill until they flee or they’re all dead.”
The first rays of dawn turned the sky into a pearly gray. The dark shapes on the open plain began to take on recognizable dimensions. Lorik could see the commander of the group of soldiers forming his troops into battle lines. In the distance the Outcasts were visible. Lorik and Spector stayed low to the ground. If anyone was looking their way, they would only appear to be a bush or shrub, since no one would consider just two people to be a threat to a force of nearly five hundred armed soldiers.
“Shall we attack?” Spector asked.
“No, we need to wait,” Lorik said.
“Wait for what?”
“Wait for their commander to take the bait.”
From where Lorik waited, he could sense the tension of the soldiers easing slightly. They could see the Outcasts, who were formidable in size, but not in numbers. There were just over a hundred of the mutated people, while over four hundred of the soldiers from Baskla had survived the night. Lorik could feel the fatigue and fear of battle from the soldiers. He could also sense that their commander was ordering them to pursue the Outcasts. Once the orders were given and the soldiers began move forward, Lorik knew his time had come.
“We move silently around behind them,” he told Spector. “Then attack from the rear.”
“Excellent,” the wraith whispered.
Lorik didn’t have to ask if his friend was ready. The time for preparation was past, just as it was for second-guessing his plan. The only thing left to do was move forward and kill as many enemy soldiers as he could. Then he could take back the city that had once again fallen into enemy hands.
“Now?” Spector asked.
“Now!” Lorik agreed.
And the two of them rushed toward the army from Baskla with no thought other than slaughtering their enemies to the last man.




Chapter 24
Images flashed in Zollin’s groggy mind. He saw Ferno. The green dragon’s body was twisted and broken, blood oozed from cuts and scrapes, but the broken wing was the worst sight. The dragon wing was made of an extremely tough, leathery hide that was stretched between the thick upper wing bones and the thin lower bones. Ferno’s lower wing bones were broken completely in two, and the wing was ripped all the way up to the fractured upper bone.
Then darkness shut out the world again. The next image was of the gargoyles, a small army of the gray-skinned creatures. They were carrying Zollin, his arms and legs tied to a long wooden pole of some sort. His joints ached, and his neck felt as if the bones were grating together. The gargoyles had no emotion and made no noise. They walked tirelessly with their prize through the forest.
The next thing Zollin saw was the forest itself. The terrain was rough, steep hills, rocky ravines, all covered in gnarly trees, thick weeds, loose rocks, and scrubby bushes. He felt glad that he wasn’t having to march through such rough countryside.
Then he saw the castle, or what was left of it. It was dark; the pitted stone was covered with moss and spreading vines. Zollin wouldn’t have given the ancient structure much thought had they flown over it. It was completely unremarkable, just an abandoned structure that had long ago been overrun by the forest. But then he felt the evil from inside the ruins. He could feel the cold, desperate sense of magic that was as old as the ruins themselves. It was an ancient evil, something Zollin had never experienced. His own magic was sometimes rambunctious, the thrill of power intoxicating, but he never considered his magic to be sentient. What he felt from the ruins was like a living creature that emanated evil, but the consciousness was magic of some form.
When Zollin came to again, he was inside the ruins. The gargoyles were gone, and he was no longer tied to the pole. He was instead lying on a stone table. His hands were bound with rope, his legs tied down to the table as well. It was completely dark in the chamber where he lay, and cold. He was shivering. He could feel the burning sensation of cuts and scrapes all along his left side, including his face. Zollin guessed that when Ferno crashed, he had been thrown violently through the woods. His shield spell had saved his life, and perhaps Ferno’s, but the gargoyles may have finished the dragon off after the crash. Zollin couldn’t be certain.
Now he was a captive, and there was evil magic nearby, lurking in the darkness, watching him. Zollin let his own magic flow out. He felt weak, not just physically, but magically too. His sense of magic seemed numb. There were objects in the room but no people, and the evil was everywhere and not concentrated like his own power. Zollin did his best to examine his bonds. The rope was old, and it only took a little effort to break it apart. He rolled onto his side and let the blood flow into his hands and legs again.
Waiting was difficult, since he had no idea who or what was controlling the gargoyles or what they had in store for him, but he couldn’t just hop to his feet, not after being treated so roughly since the crash. Once his hands stopped tingling, he reached up and felt his face. He could feel the dried blood, but the cuts weren’t deep. It was much like a child’s skinned knee, only the entire left side of Zollin’s body was skinned. He could feel the burn of the raw skin on his shoulder, hip, and thigh, as well as his face.
Sitting up was a slow process. His legs were tingling so badly that he had to move slowly, letting the blood flow return before swinging them off the stone table. Then he took his time, resting until he no longer felt dizzy or weak. It was strange being in such a dark place. There was no light whatsoever in the room he was in, and Zollin couldn’t even see his hand when he waved it in front of his face. Still, he had not felt the presence of any living creature, so he kindled a small flame. The light seemed choked by the darkness. Zollin levitated the flame around him. The stone table looked as pitted and ancient as the exterior of the castle ruins, but most disturbingly, it was stained with blood.
Zollin got to his feet, waiting once again to make sure he wasn’t too wobbly on his feet. He wasn’t hurt seriously and he guessed the trek through the forest tied to the pole that the gargoyles carried had caused more damage than the crash. He felt hollow, his magic churning inside him. His stomach growled hungrily, and his mouth was very dry. Zollin had to work his jaw muscles and scrape his tongue over his teeth just to swallow.
The light moved slowly around the perimeter of the room. There were small nooks in the walls and pedestals around the room, but nothing on them. The air was dusty, and Zollin could smell mold growing. He could tell he was underground, but he had no idea how deep. He guessed that perhaps he was in the castle dungeon, but the sacrificial table and the powerful sense of evil below him made him feel as if he wasn’t on the lowest level of the horrible place.
There was a wooden door nearby, and Zollin went to it. The hinges screeched as he pulled it open, but no one was in the hallway beyond. There was still no light to see by other than Zollin’s small flame. He did his best to let his magical senses flow out around him, but the evil magic pushed back, damping his senses and hindering his ability to comprehend what was in the darkness around him. The light did little more to reveal what was in the corridor beyond the room he had woken up in. He knew he could increase the light but he didn’t want to attract attention. And it was taking all his magical strength to keep a shield up around him as he moved down the hallway.
At the end of the corridor was another doorway. It also screeched, as if it hadn’t been opened in centuries. Beyond the door was a small landing, with stairs going up from one side and down from the other. There was no railing, and past the landing was nothing but empty space. Zollin could tell that he was in a large, round chamber, the stairs having been built out from the chamber wall and spiraling down.
Instinct told Zollin to go up, and when he looked up, he could see a faint bit of light from somewhere high above him. Below was nothing but darkness and the surprising odor of livestock. Zollin realized that something was alive and keeping animals in the darkness below. The magnitude of the situation shook Zollin’s nerves. He wanted to get up and out of the castle as fast as he possibly could. Somewhere in the forest, Ferno needed him, and although Zollin had no idea how he could help the fallen creature, he knew that lingering in the dark ruins of the evil castle wouldn’t accomplish anything.
He moved up the stairs, staying near the wall. There was no reason for him to fall into the abyss below, but he couldn’t help fearing that he might. The small flame that hovered in front of Zollin showed him the next few steps, and he kept his magical shield up like an invisible bubble around his body just in case the unexpected happened.
After a while he guessed that he was almost halfway up toward the faint light above. He could just make out the dim outline of another door at the top of the stairs. Zollin was trying to pace himself, listening hard for any sounds other than his own footsteps on the stone stairs and his nervous breathing. He didn’t see the opening in the wall ahead of him until it was too late. Climbing the steps kept his attention down, but the creature that emerged was so hideous and foul that Zollin screamed in fear. From out of a hole in the wall the size of a wagon wheel came a slimy, worm-like creature, with white eyes, a toothless maw, and grasping tentacles. Zollin instinctively dodged away from the creature, lost his footing, and fell over the edge of the stairs.
It was like a nightmare, his stomach leaping into his chest, his hands flailing for something to hold on to that wasn’t there. Then his shield bumped into the wall; Zollin flipped as air rushed past his body. It took all his strength and force of will to levitate his own body and keep from crashing into the floor below. He couldn’t stop the descent, only slow it down. From the depths below him came a warm, humid heat, and then Zollin could sense the animals. He put all his strength into slowing his fall and landed on his side just hard enough to knock the breath out of his lungs. He lay on a manure-strewn floor, gasping for breath. His magic was sending sharp stabbing pains through his abdomen, but he was alive.
The small flame was gone, but his magical shield remained, so that even though he was lying in animal feces, he wasn’t soiled by it. After a few moments, he got to his feet. He was in a chamber far below the castle proper, and to his surprise, the evil seemed to hover high above him. He forced his magical senses to flow out. There were sheep, swine, and chickens in small pens along the floor of the chamber. There were also several cave-like openings that led away from the central chamber.
Zollin wasn’t sure what his next move should be. He knew that if he climbed the stairs again, he would have to fight his way past the worm in the wall—and who knew what else?—to finally get away from the castle, but there was no obvious alternative. He kindled a small flame again, getting a look at the pen he was in for the first time. The floor was covered with animal droppings. It was so thick it was almost like a layer of soil under his feet. There were other pens as well, some with animals, some empty. As Zollin moved his magical light around the room, he saw small nooks in the walls with wooden barricades over them. He wasn’t sure if the nooks were made to hold prisoners or other animals. Two tunnels branched off from the circular chamber. The tunnels looked as if they had been carved in the stone, but there was no sign of who might have made them or of who was keeping the animals.
Zollin felt fear making the hair on his neck stand up. Someone or something lived down in the darkness, and his experience with the dwarves had taught him that it wasn’t wise to delve into the dark places. He had just made up his mind to attempt ascending the staircase again, when a light began to shine down one of the tunnels. Zollin moved close to the stairway but didn’t go up. Instead he waited to see who or what was bearing the light from the dark tunnel. His heart was thundering in his chest, as the light grew nearer and nearer. He wanted to reach out with his magical senses but he was afraid he might alert whomever was coming toward him of his presence.
It quickly became obvious that the light approaching the round chamber was made from a torch. It wavered and danced, with shades of orange and yellow as the light bounced down the the dark tunnel. Fire, Zollin thought, must mean a human, but what he saw when the torch bearer came into view surprised him more than he thought possible.
It was a person—a young woman, in fact. She was beautiful, with long straight hair that was so blond it was almost white. She wore a light gray shift that was simple but seemed surprisingly attractive on her lithe figure. Her eyes were large, her lips so red that Zollin thought she had some kind of coloring on them. She didn’t speak; she just stood at the entrance to the tunnel with her torch, smiling at him. And then he heard her voice, even though her mouth didn’t move.
Come to me, she said.
Zollin felt a sudden, intense desire for the woman. His mind was flooded with thoughts of an intimate yet passionate encounter.
Come, the voice repeated.
Zollin was moving toward her before he even realized what he was doing. He knew that something was amiss, but the voice inside his head was so beautiful, so tantalizing that he didn’t think he could resist. He was moving slowly around the room, his heart battling his flesh as he tried to decide what to do. He knew that if he simply gave in to his feelings, he could have the girl, yet he couldn’t help but wonder what would happen to Brianna if he did. Could he ever face her again knowing he’d been untrue? Then he thought about the baby, their baby that Brianna was carrying, and he hesitated.
Come to me. I’ve been waiting so long, the voice said.
The girl reached for Zollin with her free hand, and Zollin could see something black caked on her palm. Suddenly his desire for her snapped, like a bowstring pulled too taut, and his reason returned suddenly. The girl was a trap; Zollin could suddenly sense the evil in her. It was the same as the evil in the castle ruins above. He wasn’t even sure if the girl was real—she was much too beautiful and too clean. Zollin didn’t know what was on her palm, but for some reason he thought it was dried blood. The animals in the pens weren’t being raised for food; they were sacrificial animals.
Zollin had no idea how he knew what he suddenly thought was true, but it felt true. He needed to get out of the ruins as quickly as possible, but he wasn’t sure how to do it. He turned, running back toward the stairs that led up the circular chamber only to hear a roar from above that turned his blood to ice in his veins. He turned; the light from the girl’s torch flickered across the chamber, and he he ran away from it. The second tunnel was still dark, but Zollin felt like he had no other choice. Perhaps if he had taken a moment to consider what was happening, he might have realized that he was being herded toward the tunnel and that he was possibly dashing right to the place the evil wanted him to go, but he wasn’t thinking.
All he could do was run away, and as the light from the torch faded behind him, the darkness of the tunnel engulfed him, and in the very moment he thought he was safe, the floor dropped away under him, and he fell, tumbling down a steep shaft before crashing hard into a stone wall. His magical shield protected him, but the fall shook him up, and once again Zollin found himself in total darkness.




Chapter 25
The army marched with a single-minded resolve, made all too evident by the fact that no one from the enemy camp paid Lorik and Spector any attention whatsoever. Lorik moved carefully, doing his best to seem unimportant, and Spector was practically invisible in the dull light that was just beginning to filter through thick clouds. Snow began to fall as the army marched away from the camp where they had fended off Lorik’s attack through the night.
Once the troops had gone a short distance from their picket line, Lorik cast off any attempt to be stealthy. He charged straight at the rear of the wide column of soldiers. They were lined up ten abreast, ready to break into battle formation once they closed the distance between them and the line of Outcast fighters in the distance, but the soldiers didn’t make it that far. Lorik screamed a war cry just before he slammed into the rear of the line. The soldiers turned suddenly, but Lorik was already attacking. He slammed his shoulder into the middle of the line, knocking the soldier forward to crash into the men in front of him. Then Lorik’s legendary swords went to work. He hacked and slashed, with no regard for finesse or strategy. He simply cut his way into the throng of men.
Horses came galloping back from the front of the line, their hooves pounding the cold ground until they sounded like rolling thunder. Spector had been waiting for them. The wraith descended from the gray clouds like the avenging angel that he was. The ghostly fighter attacked horses and riders alike, slashing throats and knocking the officers off their steeds.
The formation dissolved as some soldiers tried to get away from the fighting and others tried to get close enough to attack. Lorik batted away hastily drawn swords and spears that were lowered in his direction. The weapons fell easily from shaking hands. Blood flew from his swords as he attacked first to his right, then to his left. The wounded fell screaming and writhing on the ground, tripping their fellow soldiers who attempted to attack Lorik. He moved with supernatural speed, giving himself completely to the darkness. In his heart he didn’t savor killing the soldiers, who were only following orders, but he knew it must be done. He wouldn’t allow anyone to enter Ortis and trample the rights of his people ever again.
A spear thrust from over the shoulder of a man Lorik had just stabbed should have split Lorik’s skull, but he simply dipped his head, letting the spear glance off his black helmet. Lorik kicked the man impaled on his sword. The dying soldier flew back and knocked down four men behind him, just as Lorik spun around and killed another man with a vicious slash that sent the soldier’s head flying away from his body. But even though Lorik was stronger and faster than the soldiers, their overwhelming numbers were starting to give them the advantage. Lorik was forced to move back, avoiding more concentrated attacks as the more experienced fighters joined the fray.
Spector was attacking like a demon, but he too was forced to give way as spears began flying toward him. Then the soldiers spread out around Lorik in an attempt to surround him. Once again the magic inside him swelled to life, and he acted completely without thought. He raised his swords high, then rammed the blades down into the blood-soaked earth. He felt a wave of magic shoot out in all directions around him. The ground swelled, rushing away from him like a wave of water. The soldiers were tossed into the air, and Lorik renewed his attack.
Panic set in on the soldiers after the magical attack. Lorik was just beginning to warm to his task, when the soldiers around him began to run away. The darkness inside him begged to chase them down and continue the slaughter, but Lorik let them flee. Spector was not so merciful. He swooped down, stabbing and slashing, then gliding back up with gore dripping from his knife blades. The smoke that trailed him was black, and the cloak that covered his arms and head were just as dark. Against the snow, which seemed to drift down in an almost lazy fashion, he seemed more horrible than ever before.
Looking around him, Lorik saw that he had cut down dozens of soldiers. Counting the dead was not something he cared to do. The darkness inside him buzzed with excitement as the sights and smells shocked his senses. He could feel the terror of the dying. Steam rose from blood-covered corpses, and in the distance he could see the Outcasts looking on in awe. Lorik looked up at the city. The battle had taken place within sight of the tall walls, and Lorik could just make out the sprawl of civilian settlements that surrounded the city. Bells began to toll, and Lorik hoped that meant that the people were turning on the soldiers that occupied Ort City, but the only way to find out was to go see for himself.
He jogged forward, keeping pace with the slowest of the soldiers. He didn’t want to attack them anymore; he only wanted to find out what was happening inside the city. When he was only a few hundred yards from the city walls, he could see the civilians fleeing in terror as the soldiers hurried toward the safety of Ort City’s massive walls. Then the sky turned suddenly dark as hundreds of arrows arced overhead.
Lorik couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The soldiers on the city walls were firing a volley of arrows at him, regardless of the citizens caught up in the panic all around him. His fury boiled into a red hot fit of rage as he dove behind a small cart, lifting the wooden wagon over his head to protect him from the volley. Spector suddenly appeared beside him. Lorik didn’t know if the wraith could be killed; his body seemed so ethereal, but his blades were deadly enough. The arrows pounded down, clattering on the ground and into the huts like hailstones. Lorik heard the screams of the dying, but he had no way to help them.
He cast the cart aside and sprinted forward. On foot he was fast as a galloping horse. He ran through the muddy streets, leaping over the wounded and racing into the throng of soldiers that were almost to the big southern gate that still stood open. The soldiers on the walls couldn't fire more arrows without risking the lives of their own troops. Lorik cut down a man who was in his way and batted another aside as he ran. The heavy portcullis was dropping, and the soldiers, already exhausted from their long run, gave everything they had to reach the safety of the city. Lorik could have gotten inside, but his way was blocked by the crowds of soldiers who were moving much more slowly.
He heard the portcullis crash closed and he screamed in fury. The crowd fell back around him, but he slammed his sword in the ground, sending a wave through the ground that tossed the soldiers into the air. Several of the huts and poorly built structures around Lorik toppled, but the walls held fast.
“We’ll have to find another way in,” Spector hissed.
“You find out what those bells were for,” Lorik insisted.
“They were calling in the civilians before they closed the gate.”
“Or maybe it was a distress call because the people are turning on their captors.”
Lorik knew that Spector was right, even though he didn’t want to believe it. The soldiers who hadn’t reached the city in time were now running away from Lorik. Stones began to fall from the wall, and Lorik was forced to seek shelter. He dashed into a small wooden building that had been a brothel. The smell of strong spirits and dirty bodies still filled the empty space. Lorik paced back and forth as Spector glided around him.
“They have turned from you,” Spector hissed.
“I realize that,” Lorik said angrily.
“What will you do?”
“I’m thinking,” Lorik said. “They’re as stupid as sheep. Can’t they see that they can’t let Baskla rule them? Didn’t they see how many people were killed by that volley of arrows?”
“The people of Ort City see only what they want to see,” Spector said.
There were several thuds as arrows hit the roof of the brothel. Lorik could smell the smoke almost immediately. It didn’t take a genius to realize that the soldiers on the city wall were shooting fire arrows at the building Lorik was in. He had only two choices remaining: flee or fight. There were still soldiers that he could kill around the outside of the city walls. And he could always enter the city through the escape tunnel, but it was probably guarded, and Lorik didn’t want to wait that long.
“Lorik of Hassell Point!” came a voice from high up on the city walls. “Come out and speak with me.”
Lorik waved his hand, and Spector drifted out the open door. The wraith was gone only for a moment before gliding back inside.
“It is their commander,” he hissed.
“The one in charge?” Lorik asked.
“Yes.”
Lorik stepped to the door and looked up. High above him he could see that the soldiers had parted on the city wall and that a lone man leaned out over the parapet. The man had a fur-lined cape around his shoulders that spoke of wealth and power. It wasn’t a crown, but the cape, his polished armor, and the obvious deference the soldiers gave the man made it clear he was their leader. What Lorik didn’t know was whether the man fancied himself the new ruler of Ortis or if he was simply there to find out what had happened to Yettlebor, who had been King Ricard of Baskla’s cousin.
“Who are you?” Lorik called back.
“I am Braynar of Baskla, high commander of the king’s armies. I am here to find out what happened to Lord Yettlebor.”
“You know what happened,” Lorik shouted back. “He was put to death for his crimes.”
“I have heard the stories, but I haven’t heard from you. Why do you wage war against us when we only want justice?”
Lorik spat. “You want Ortis as your vassal state. You want our people to serve your king. Yettlebor was a corrupt, cowardly man. Yet here you are supporting him. Is your occupation of Ort City not a declaration of war? Your troops have been here for a year for no purpose other than to support Yettlebor, who had no claim to our throne.”
“And you have a claim?” Braynar shouted.
“I am a son of Ortis. I am Lorik the Protector. I earned the right to rule with my blood. The people here will attest to that.”
“The people in Ort City have embraced me,” Braynar argued. “They look to me for safety from a fiend in black armor who murdered their king. There are rumors of a demon who carries out your every command. But I did not come seeking a throne. If an Ortisian steps forward with the lineage, Baskla will support his right to this kingdom. Our desire is to preserve this kingdom until order can be restored.”
“There is no disorder in Ortis, unless you are talking about Yettlebor appointing criminals as lords over the innocent.”
“I see we have much to discuss. Lay down your weapons and come inside the city. There is no need for bloodshed. We can discuss our differences like gentlemen.”
“The only blood shed will be Basklain blood, unless your soldiers continue to fire their arrows with no regard for the innocent.”
“Lorik, this must end. Surely you can see that I have the upper hand. The city is secure, and I occupy the throne. I have an army; you have a band of miscreants. There is no scenario where you succeed and I fail. Surrender now, and you shall stand trial for your crimes. You will have an opportunity to defend yourself and air your grievances.”
“And if I refuse?” Lorik asked.
“Then I shall hunt you down like an animal. There is no place in all of Ortis that you can hide from us.”
“I welcome your best efforts. I shall camp in the fields here.” Lorik pointed south. “I will be alone. If you are man enough to face me, then come. If you need an army, bring them. I do not fear you or your cowardly soldiers. But make no mistake, Braynar of Baskla, Ortis is my home, and I will not see it taken by anyone from another kingdom.”
Lorik stepped back into the brothel where Spector glided silently in circles. They waited to see what the commander would do. It only took a few moments and they heard thumps on the brothel’s thin wooden roof.
“More fire arrows,” Spector hissed.
“I guess we have his answer.”
“What now?” Spector asked.
“We wait for nightfall, then we attack the city.”
The wraith sped up, gliding faster and faster, a sign Lorik took to mean that he was excited about the plan. All Lorik needed to do was survive until nightfall, but as the continued thump of arrows from the city walls attested to, that would not be an easy task. Lorik looked around the empty room. There were wooden tables and chairs where patrons had spent their time drinking and gambling while the wenches plied their trade in the rooms upstairs. Slowly a plan began to form in Lorik’s mind and he couldn’t help but smile at the thought of driving his enemies before him.




Chapter 26
Zollin heard the shuffling of feet on stone. It sounded strange to his ears until he realized the footsteps were from bare feet. He stood up, shaking his head to clear the cobwebs from his fall and realized he’d been a fool. Whatever was going on in the castle and subterranean chambers below, it was obvious that something was trying to keep him there.
“Who are you?” came a voice from the darkness.
“What?” Zollin asked, his voice a shaky whisper.
“Who are you?” said the voice again. It was soft and breathy, and Zollin was almost certain it was feminine.
“I’m Zollin of Yelsia.”
“Why are you here?”
Zollin was a little surprised by the question.
“I didn’t come here willingly,” he said, his voice a mix of fear and frustration.
“None of us do,” the voice said. “But only those with gifts are kept. What can you do?”
Zollin was starting to realize that the evil he’d felt from the castle ruins had plans for him. He wasn’t being held against his will because of Ferno or just by chance. The magic above recognized that he was a wizard. He chastised himself for not being more focused. He needed to think about what he was doing and make certain he was making the smartest decisions he could if he was going to get out of the castle and help Ferno.
“I’m a wizard,” Zollin said.
He conjured a flame and saw that he was in a narrow corridor. The tunnel he’d fallen down was just above him and angled sharply upward. To his right was a woman about his own age. She looked strangely similar to the girl with white hair who had tried to seduce him in the tunnel above, only her hair was dark, tangled, and dirty. Her clothes were ragged, with rips and tears in the fabric, the ends frayed. Her skin, where it was visible, was filthy.
“Who are you?” Zollin asked.
“I’m Amvyr, daughter of King Ricard.”
“That can’t be,” Zollin said.
“Why not?”
“If the king’s daughter was missing, he would tear his kingdom apart to find her.”
“Maybe,” the girl said. “Or maybe he would give up.”
“How long have you been here?”
“A long time, years maybe, I don’t know.”
“How have you survived?”
“The Master makes sure we survive,” the girl said. “Can you do more than parlor tricks?”
“Yes, but I’m pretty weak at the moment.”
“You need food,” she said. “Come with me.”
She was only a few feet away from Zollin, and as she turned and hurried back into the darkness, he caught a whiff of her body odor. At least he knew she was real, he thought to himself as he followed along after her. He kept his shield up and the small light burning so that he could see, despite the fact that he was exhausted and continuing to use his magic felt like he was carrying a heavy weight on his shoulders that was about to crush him.
They went through several tunnels, and Zollin was reminded of the dwarf caverns, only the tunnels under the ancient castle didn’t seem to be natural. Everything was dark, and not just from an absence of light. The evil of the castle seemed to be everywhere—in the tunnel walls, in the air, and even in the girl. Zollin doubted she was who she claimed to be, but he guessed it didn’t matter. He didn’t really have a choice at that point; he had no idea where he was or how to get out of the dark caverns.
The girl finally came to a small alcove that was littered with filthy straw, bones, feathers, and bits of animal skin. She dug through the mess and then handed him a strip of raw meat. She didn’t seem to notice the dirt and bits of straw clinging to the morsel. Zollin nodded in thanks but didn’t eat the meat.
“I’ll get you something to drink,” the girl said. “Wait here.”
Zollin sat with his back against the stone wall, trying to think of what he should do next. He knew he needed to get out of the castle, but would wandering around eventually lead him out? Would the evil presence he felt in the ancient place even let him escape, or was he truly a prisoner? All he knew for certain was that, whatever he did, it wouldn’t be easy.
Amvyr returned with a cup in her hands. It was a large goblet, but the bottom seemed to have broken off, leaving a sharp-looking shard at the bottom of the cup. Zollin still had his magical shield up, but his fatigue and shock made him slow to react. The girl walked up to Zollin, who reached for the cup, but instead of handing him the goblet, she tried to stab him with the broken shard on the bottom.
The cup crashed against his shield and Zollin felt his magic recoil, almost the way a person might snatch their hand away when they touch a pot handle they didn’t realize was hot. Zollin dropped to his side, his magic suddenly withdrawing in on itself. It was a reaction Zollin had never experienced before. His magic, always his most reliable ally, was suddenly hiding. Zollin’s mind was reeling, but the girl wasn’t finished.
“You can’t stop us!” she screamed in a high-pitched voice that echoed in the rocky chamber. “Give us your power!”
She swung the cup at Zollin again, but he kicked out at her, his boot catching her in the stomach and sending her staggering back. Fighting without magic was something Zollin hadn’t done since he discovered his powers, but Kelvich had warned him not to depend solely on his magical abilities. He scrambled quickly to his feet. The tiny flickering flame threatened to go out, but Zollin knew he had no chance of success if he were plunged into total darkness. He forced the magic to remain as the girl came at him again.
Zollin caught her hands, but she was stronger than she appeared. She slammed him back into the wall of the tunnel, forcing the goblet shard closer and and closer to his chest. Zollin knew he couldn’t hold her back for much longer. She was on his right side, so he shifted his weight and pushed her around so that she was pinned against the wall. When she came at him again, he swung a wild punch. His fist missed her face and smashed against her ear. Zollin felt a pop in his hand followed immediately by a numb sensation.
Amvyr screamed in pain, staggering to the side, then rushed at Zollin again. He managed to swing her past him and flung her hard into the wall. This time she was slower to get up, and Zollin realized he had to attack rather than wait and hope she would simply give up.
Attacking a woman was repugnant to Zollin, and Amvyr, despite her filthy appearance, was still an attractive girl. But Zollin knew what he had to do and stepped forward, punching the crazed girl with his left hand. This time the punch landed, hitting Amvyr just below her eye and splitting the delicate skin on her cheekbone. Her head also snapped back and smashed into the stone wall, knocking her senseless, but not before she managed to scrape Zollin’s forearm with the goblet’s shard. He felt the pull of his magic from the cup as it tried to steal his magical power. Zollin wasn’t sure what the cup was or what was happening in the ancient castle, but he knew he couldn’t wait any longer.
He kicked the goblet, sending it flipping down the stone tunnel. Then Zollin bent low, grabbed Amvyr’s arm, and pulled the filthy girl up onto his shoulder. Lifting her wasn’t very difficult; Zollin guessed she weighed less than a hundred pounds. He could feel her hipbones digging into his shoulder as he hurried down the tunnel away from the goblet. He knew bringing the girl was a big risk. She could wake up at any moment and renew her fight with him. And there was the very real possibility that she wasn’t who she claimed to be. But if there was any chance that she really was King Ricard’s daughter, Zollin wanted to at least try and escape with her.
His magic began to churn inside him once again, swirling like a pot of boiling water as he reformed the magical shield around himself and Amvyr. He added more magic to the flame as he progressed down the tunnel. He came to a fork and took the branch that seemed to angle upward. He was encouraged when he saw the dancing yellow light of a torch burning ahead. In his mind he realized that the magic of the castle was trying to keep him, to rob Zollin of his magical power. Perhaps, he considered, the place had no real power other than illusion. Otherwise why wouldn’t the sinister presence have robbed him of his power immediately? It needed to herd him down into the tunnels where the girl lived, he surmised.
When they finally reached the flickering light from the torch, he could see the girl with white hair again. She was beckoning to him, but he surrounded his mind with magic and forced his senses out toward the girl. He felt nothing, no physical presence or even a concentration of the evil he felt all around him. She was nothing but an illusion, just a visual representation of what the evil wanted him to see.
Zollin charged ahead, the girl with white hair stumbling back then vanishing suddenly. Zollin took it as a good sign that the evil was trying to stop him. If he were moving in the wrong direction, it wouldn’t bother trying to hinder his progress. There were twists and turns, but the tunnel he was in continued to angle upward. Zollin passed several caves filled with treasures. There were caverns full of paintings, others filled with lavish furniture all covered with cobwebs, but nothing slowed Zollin until he came to a chamber that was filled with gold coins. There were piles and piles of the coins, thousands of them, some in canvas sacks, others spilled across the stone floor. The light from Zollin’s flame reflected off the gold until the cavern glittered with light.
The riches were of no interest to Zollin, but he remembered that gold could heal a dragon. Zollin wasn’t sure if he could carry enough of the gold out of the castle to help Ferno or if the dragon was even still alive to help, but he felt he had to try. He let his magical senses flow into the room, realizing that the caverns were probably traps intended to keep him prisoner in the ancient castle. He could sense a feeling of menace in the cavern, but not the actual trap.
But there was no need to go into the cavern. Zollin focused on one of the melon-sized bags of gold. He let his magic flow around it, imagining the bag rising into the air. The gold was so heavy that for several moments he couldn’t budge the bag. Then it shifted, rose an inch from the floor, then another. Zollin didn’t need to lift the bag high, once it was clearly off the floor he levitated it out of the room. He had expected something to happen that would keep the gold in the chamber, but nothing occurred, even as the bag of gold passed out of the chamber and dropped at Zollin’s feet.
He was sweating, and Amvyr felt heavier each moment that passed. He sat her down on the floor, checking to see if she was coming around, but she was still out cold. His hand was aching, and he took a moment to examine it. One of the small bones was fractured, but it only took Zollin a few minutes to heal it. The relief from the pain was instantaneous, but the drain on his magical power was, too. He had to wait a few moments for his head to clear from the strain of working magic before he could continue with his plan.
Turning back to the chamber, he levitated a second bag of coins out of the room. His magic was churning so hotly inside him it felt as if his organs had become burning coals. Sinking down to his knees, he waited while his pounding heartbeat slowed. He swiped at his forehead with his sleeve to brush away the sweat. Carrying the heavy bags of gold would be difficult under the best of circumstances, but he knew that he couldn’t carry them by hand. He needed something to help distribute the weight. He looked into the cavern and saw that some of the bags were linked together with a velvet rope. Zollin had no clue where the treasures had come from or how long they had been forgotten in the ancient castle, but if the rope were strong enough, he could tie his bags together and sling them over his shoulders.
It took some time and concentration to free up the rope using his magic, but he didn’t want to take up any more magical effort than absolutely necessary. Once the rope was out of the chamber, Zollin checked it to make sure it was still strong enough to help him carry the gold. It seemed to be in good shape, so Zollin tied one end to the first bag, then after deciding the rope was much too long, used his dagger to sever a suitable length for his purposes.
Once the bags of gold were tied together, he bent down, draped the rope over his shoulder and then stood up, testing the weight. His tether worked, but the weight of the gold was substantial. Still, if he could get out with the gold to help Ferno, Zollin knew he would gladly endure the hardship. He cut more of the velvet rope and tied Amvyr’s hands together. Lifting the gold and the girl was almost more than Zollin could handle, but he trudged on, following the tunnel as it rose back through the bowels of the ancient castle.
There were screams and echoes of horrid beasts, but Zollin saw no other creatures, and eventually he began to smell the animals in the pens at the bottom of the the circular room. The hint of hope that he might escape spurred him on until he reached the great, round room. He felt an overwhelming sense of relief until he realized that climbing the massive staircase would be the greatest challenge of his life.




Chapter 27
The escape from the brothel near the city walls wasn’t easy. Braynar had his best archers waiting for Lorik and Spector to flee from the burning building. Lorik was forced to carry a wooden table as a shield as they ran from building to building, but eventually the archers became less accurate, and finally they were out of bow shot range. The fires sent smoke into the air, which kept the archers from having a clear field of view. When Lorik and Spector finally turned and looked back at the city, it was well past midday.
“Let’s get some refreshments,” Lorik said.
Spector was silent. The wraith didn’t eat or drink since being turned into his ghostly form. He merely nodded at the suggestion. Lorik jogged back to where the Outcasts had set up a temporary camp. Only three of his soldiers remained, Toomis and two others. Lorik found Kora near the supplies, which were starting to run low.
“We’ll need more food by tomorrow,” she told him.
“We’ll have all the food in Ort City at our disposal tomorrow,” he said.
“You defeated the soldiers in impressive fashion, but they’ll be ready for you the next time. I still believe we could make a life for ourselves in the south. You could lead us. More of us would flock to your banner.”
“We do that and the northern kings will come with armies,” Lorik said. “You don’t want to fight, but sometimes you have to fight. If we make a stand here, we can send a message to the other kingdoms and save ourselves from fighting later.”
“Do you really believe that?” she asked. “Do you really believe that the humans will ever stop hunting and killing our kind?”
“There is still so much we don’t know about your kind,” Lorik said. “But I do know that you are strong, resilient, and resourceful. You are Ortisians, and we will not be pushed out of our homeland by anyone.”
He gathered some food and saddled his horse. Toomis was waiting when he finished.
“We will fight with you,” he said.
“Good, I’ll need you when night falls,” Lorik said.
“To fight or to distract the enemy?”
“Both are necessary parts of battle. Why are you so eager to shed blood?”
“My family was killed or taken away by the witch’s monsters. I saw you fighting the Outcasts when they were marching north. I vowed I would fight whoever had taken my family, but now that enemy is gone, and I am all that’s left. I know I can help if I just had a chance.”
“Toomis, I have no doubt that you can fight. Anyone can fight, but not everyone can serve. Not every man can take orders, do his duty, and be depended on in the heat of battle. When I left Ort City, I brought you and the others because I wanted to see who had what it takes to be a great man, not just a warrior. You can be a great man, but you have to learn to hold steadfast to your duty no matter what happens. Tonight I am going to slaughter the Baskla soldiers in Ort City, but many will flee. Chaos will descend on Ort City like a terrible storm, and through it all I need you to stand with the Outcasts, to keep the torches lit and the threat of your coming real.”
“But I want to follow you in battle,” Toomis said.
“The time for that will come. But for now, rest. When night falls, you must keep the fires here burning. You must make sure that our presence is seen so that this Braynar drops his guard.”
“What if you are killed?” the young soldier asked.
“Then you will have to decide for yourself what you should do. But know this: I am proud of you. You have proven your loyalty and your strength. Now, prove your fortitude one last time, and we shall be victorious.”
The young man seemed downcast but he nodded. The other soldiers didn’t seem as eager to wage war as Toomis did. Lorik could see the admiration in their eyes. Like Toomis, they probably had nothing in the city to fight for, no family or friends that would miss them if they never returned. In Lorik they found someone to admire and follow. They found their sense of purpose in serving him and a brotherhood in arms, even if they hadn’t been tested in battle yet.
Lorik rode his horse back toward the city, then built a fire where everyone on the city walls could see him. The city gates stayed closed and locked, but Lorik saw people moving in the sprawl around the city. Some were fighting the fires that the soldiers from Baskla had started by shooting fire arrows at Lorik and Spector. Others were burying the dead who had been killed in the massive volleys of arrows the soldiers rained down on the innocent. But most were looting the homes and shops that had been abandoned when the warning bell was rung and people flocked into the city before the massive gates were closed and barred.
“You have a plan?” Spector asked, as he hovered near the fire, his ghostly body blending in with the smoke.
“Yes.”
“Does it involve me?”
“Could I keep you from the slaughter?”
“No,” the wraith said. “But you need not trouble yourself with battle. I will go in the night and slay this Braynar and his generals if need be.”
“We could do that and perhaps save many lives,” Lorik agreed, “but it would not send a message. We need to crush this invasion. That is what has happened—Ortis has been invaded by Baskla, and we must make certain that King Ricard never makes that mistake again.”
“Why do you care about this pathetic kingdom?” Spector said.
“I’ve always cared,” Lorik said. “Ruling here is my destiny.”
“So why did you wait so long? If you had taken the throne when the Witch’s War ended, Vera would still be alive.”
The wraith’s scream of anger and grief echoed across the hills. The sheer volume hurt Lorik’s ears, and the horrible sound made his blood run cold, but he felt that he deserved to be tormented. Spector was right. Lorik had resisted his destiny. He had feared that by declaring himself king he would incite a war, but his mercy had only cost him the life of his oldest friend. Vera had been a voice of reason, always testing his intentions and pushing back against his ambitions until he knew what he wanted and why he wanted it. He had hoped that by curbing his plan to be king, which was a role he had never sought out because he coveted power, but rather because he wanted to protect the people around him, would save lives. Instead it only allowed the sickness of Yettlebor’s insanity to take root. He was paying for that mistake now and he vowed not to make the same mistake ever again.
He ate the rations he had taken from the camp of Outcasts. He longed for wine or ale but settled for cold water. Snow continued to fall in slow, lazy puffs that made everything seem to move at a languid pace. He spent hours honing the Swords of Acromin with a whetstone. The long, slow rasp of the rock on steel was somehow comforting to him.
When night finally fell, Lorik got to his feet and led the horse back to the camp. He gave his orders and then set out for the city. He carried no light, and with the sky veiled in thick clouds, there was no chance of being seen from the city. His black armor and helmet made him almost invisible.
In the sprawl of communities that surrounded Ort City, smoke rose from chimneys, but windows were shuttered, and no one moved in the streets. The mud and waste was freezing solid, and Lorik’s boots made no sound as he slowly moved through the maze of buildings and hovels toward the city walls. Had Commander Braynar known what Lorik had planned, he could have lowered lanterns from the city walls in an effort to keep Lorik at bay, but while torches burned bright at the high parapets, the bottom of the wall was swallowed in darkness. And darkness was where Lorik felt most at home.
He made his way to the base of the city wall. The walls around Ort City were more than ten feet thick and made of quarried stone, so the outer wall was smooth and the gaps between the massive stone blocks were tiny. Scaling the wall simply wasn’t an option for most people, although Lorik guessed he could do it if he really tried, but he had a better idea in mind. Closing his eyes, he summoned the dark magic, harnessing it and using it the way he might hitch a shire horse to a wagon. Then he began to blow.
Lorik could feel the magic inside him, it was cold but powerful. He felt it swirling up from the secret places inside him and tumbling out of his mouth. The night was cold to begin with, but the stones began to change as Lorik blew on them. He could feel the stone freezing, even though he couldn’t see it. He blew and blew, letting his magical senses tell him how deep his spell was working. Eventually the wall was frozen all the way through, and Lorik stepped back. He could feel the unspoken questions that Spector had, but the wraith was content to wait and watch. Lorik raised his sword, feeling the dark magic once more giving him supernatural strength.
Slamming the blade into the frozen stone wall felt wrong somehow. In most circumstances Lorik would never risk damage to his sword by hitting it against stone, but he was letting the darkness inside him guide his actions. He felt all his anger and rage feeding his strength as he swung the blade. The entire frozen section of wall shattered, just as the soldier’s body had done when it toppled from the horse. The huge blocks of stone were reduced to tiny fragments that went flying into the city. Lorik and Spector raced through the hole, and the battle began.
Lorik had to engage the enemy in the streets where the archers on the walls wouldn’t have a clear shot at him, but with over seven hundred soldiers from Baskla in the city, finding enemies was not difficult. Spector rose up to the parapets without being prompted. Of the soldiers on guard duty along the city walls, fewer than half were archers. The foot soldiers rushed down, expecting an army to be flooding in through the breach in the wall, and the archers were straining to see who was attacking and where they might take a shot. Even though there were lights in many of the buildings, the streets of the city were still relatively gloomy. The light from the torches along the top of the wall didn’t shine down to ground level, and most of the archers had no idea what was happening below. Some looked down into the city, while others leaned over the parapet trying to see out into the darkness outside the walls. Most were unaware of Spector’s presence until it was too late.
The wraith glided along the top of the wall, slashing and stabbing with his terrible blades. The archers had no armor, and most didn’t carry anything more than a dagger to defend themselves with. But Spector’s most effective weapon was his appearance. He looked like the angel of death who was coming to collect their souls. Some of the archers were so terrified that they jumped off the wall, breaking bones in the process, just to escape Spector’s attack. A few tried to fire arrows at him, but their shaking hands and the wraith’s speed, combined with his spinning movements, made hitting their target virtually impossible.
In the streets below, Lorik moved toward the castle. Most of the soldiers who saw him were shocked. Knocking the hole in the wall had made a loud crashing sound, and even the soldiers who had been free to drink or carouse in the taverns and inns rushed outside to see what was happening. Those unfortunate enough to cross Lorik’s path were cut down. It wasn’t something he relished, and in most cases the soldiers hardly made an attempt to fight back. But mercy was no longer an option. He had to kill the soldiers who were occupying his city. He had to kill as many as he could, both to send a message to the other kingdoms and to keep them from getting organized against him. He was more powerful than any of the soldiers, or even small groups of soldiers, but he didn’t want to get trapped in an alley or confined space and have to battle the entire army from Baskla on his own.
Lorik refrained from killing the civilians who ran through the streets in panic. The darkness inside him reveled in the chaos all around him, but he was still in control. When the darkness called for him to strike down the innocent, he refrained, but he couldn’t help but notice the lack of assurance he saw in the faces of his own people. They looked at him almost as if he were a monster. He could understand the shock that many would feel at his audacity in attacking a well fortified city full of enemy soldiers, but there was no admiration for his valor or relief that he was freeing them from the hordes of invaders.
He guessed that if the occupying army had been Norsik raiders, his reception would have been received in a much different fashion, but while the darkness inside him flared furiously at his own peoples’ cowardice, he let the slight go. Lorik knew that once he had routed the enemy, they would thank him—at least he hoped they would. He remembered the way they had forsaken him when Yettlebor paraded him through the streets like a criminal, but Lorik did his best to push that memory away.
Around the outskirts of the city, small bands of resistance were forming, but Lorik was working his way toward the castle in the center of the city. The soldiers nearer to the walls didn’t concern him. Lorik could hear the screams of terror and agony as the archers on the walls died. Lorik could feel Spector’s exuberance as he slaughtered the enemy soldiers. It was almost as if he blamed every person he killed for Vera’s death. Killing seemed to be the only thing that dampened the terrifying wraith’s grief.
Lorik came running into the wide space that surrounded the castle almost unexpectedly. He was met by a volley of arrows being fired in his direction, forcing him to duck back around the corner while the arrows shot past him. Commander Braynar was fond of his archers. Lorik guessed he was the kind of commander who enjoyed sending other men into battle but refused to put himself in any kind of danger.
“I’m coming for you, Braynar!” Lorik shouted.
The reply was the battle cry of two dozen men, fully armed and ready for battle. They came running from the castle intent on stopping Lorik at any cost. He waited patiently for them in the narrow confines of the street where he had dodged the hail of arrows. The street was just wide enough for Lorik to touch either side with his swords extending in opposite directions. The soldiers came into the street three abreast, their numbers hampered by the close quarters. Lorik launched himself at the soldiers, who were taken by surprise when their numbers didn’t cause him to fall back in fear.
The warriors were armored with chainmail over quilted jerkins. Over their mail they wore plate armor that covered their bodies, and scalloped armor over their shoulders and upper arms. Long gauntlets covered their hands up to their elbows and each man wore a slitted helmet. Lorik’s first slash smashed against their armor but did no physical damage. He sensed the warriors’ fear turn to confidence. They thought they were invincible in their heavy armor, but they were also slow and clumsy.
Lorik raised the sword in his left hand, prompting the expected response from the soldiers as they prepared to fend off the attack. But Lorik kicked the nearest man hard in the side of his knee. The man’s leg buckled, and he fell to the ground, knocking the man to his right into the wall. The third man tried to swing his sword at Lorik, but the big warrior caught the soldier’s blade on his own, then slammed his second sword just under the edge of the soldier’s helmet. Blood poured down Lorik’s blade before he jerked it free and stepped back for the next wave of fighters who were struggling to step over or around their fallen comrades.
A powerful front kick sent one of the soldiers flying back and knocking down four more soldiers. Lorik moved fast, dodging one sword stroke and then stabbing hard with his own weapon under the man’s arm. The chainmail held Lorik’s sword back, but not before it cut a wicked gash in the tender flesh in the man’s armpit.
The soldiers were shouting, trying to push their way forward. One of the soldiers tripped and knocked the man nearest to Lorik down. They fell in a clanging heap. Lorik reached down and pulled off one man’s helmet, then smashed it down into the back of the soldier’s head. The chainmail stopped a sword blade, but it couldn’t protect the soldiers from the power of Lorik’s blows. A downward stab to the throat of the other man on the ground ended with a fountain of blood and a gurgled scream.
Lorik fell back once again and sheathed his swords. A chunk of stone had fallen from a structure that was in disrepair. The stone was the size of a small melon and weighed nearly thirty pounds. Lorik snatched it up and hurled it at the approaching soldiers. It hit the nearest man hard in the chest, knocking him backward off his feet to slam into the man behind him.
With his magic, Lorik could sense the doubt and fear of the soldiers. Lorik was finding ways to kill them, and their numbers didn’t seem to equal certain victory the way they had thought it would. Some in the back of the group stopped their advance, looking uncertain. Lorik ripped a beam of wood from the side of the crumbling structure beside him and rushed back toward the soldiers. He wielded the wood like a club, swinging with powerful strokes from side to side. The soldiers tried to block his attacks, but they were too slow, and Lorik was too powerful. The armor only protected them so much from the violent blows, and most were knocked senseless before the wooden club broke. By that time six of the soldiers had fled back toward the castle.
Lorik didn’t wait; he sprinted out of the side street and raced after the retreating soldiers. He ducked low as he ran, staying close to the armored soldiers, who provided a moving shield from the archers. At first their were no arrows, and Lorik felt a surge of anger from inside the castle. They were halfway to the castle, and Lorik was lamenting the slow gait of the heavily armored soldiers, when arrows were shot at the men in front of Lorik. Screams of rage from the soldiers were echoed by the sounds of arrows smashing into their armor.
Only one of the arrows found a home, smashing through the thin slit in the helmet and killing the soldier instantly. Two others fell from the impact of multiple arrows, but the remaining three ran on. Another volley took a heavier toll. Two of the soldiers were wounded with arrows finding the joints between their armor, and the final man turned and ran away from the castle. Lorik was exposed and he knew it. He could have raced to the castle and been up the wide front steps in less than two seconds, but the archers were ready. He felt the surge of excitement and recognized the feeling. It was the same emotional rush he got whenever he spotted an animal he was hunting. The archers saw that he was vulnerable and were about to take him down. Lorik had no doubt that his own armor could deflect the arrows, but his armor didn’t cover his entire body. And while his magically enhanced form might be able to survive being riddled with arrows, it was not something he wanted to experience.
He bent down and grabbed the two wounded soldiers by the back of their armor, just under their helmets. He hoisted them up in front of his body as if they were children’s dolls. The men screamed as more arrows slammed into them as Lorik moved forward, holding the soldiers close to shield his body as he ran toward the castle doors. He tossed the soldiers to the side as he raced up the stairs and kicked the doors in. The two large wooden doors swung in with a crash, almost tearing them off their hinges. Four soldiers with spears dashed toward him, lowering their weapons to run him through.
Lorik drew his swords and spun to the side, batting the nearest spear aside and sending the soldier’s head flying from his body with one powerful slash. The other three soldiers slid to a stop beside the castle doors, but their weapons were cumbersome as they tried to turn back toward Lorik, and he was in a battle rage. He charged the soldiers, stabbing two of the men at the same time, one on each of his swords, then he slung their dying bodies into the last of their number. All three men fell in a heap, and Lorik ran further into the castle.
The resistance inside the castle was more fierce than outside, as the commander’s best men were close by to protect their liege. Lorik saw Braynar only for a moment when he ran into the feasting hall. Lorik was met by another group of soldiers, who were armed with spears and came running toward him. Braynar was on the king’s dais, surrounded by men with swords. They ushered their commander out the rear door that led to the king’s dressing room. For an instant Lorik thought of Kierian, then he flipped over one of the long tables and lifted it like a shield. He was sweating, his heart pumping with excitement. He crashed into the line of spearmen, many of them losing their weapons when their spears punched into the wood and wedged there. He shoved the table into the men, who fell back, some even falling down on the ground. Lorik dropped the table on the men, vaulted over the obstacle and wrenched a spear free. He let the weapon fly toward the king’s throne, and it arced down, impaling one of Commander Braynar’s guards just before the last one slipped into the dressing room and out of sight.
Lorik wanted to chase after the commander, but the spearmen who were still armed rushed at him again. He was forced to spin away from their attack, slashing at the men as he went. Blood and screams filled the great hall. More men came in, and Lorik roared his battle cry. His swords struck like bolts of lighting; his slashes and thrusts were so fast that most of his opponents were killed before they had a chance to launch their own attacks. One well aimed spear thrust did manage to scrape Lorik’s massive upper arm, gouging a hot gash in his shoulder muscle. But he didn’t slow down, the sight of his own blood only making him bolder. The archers who had been stationed on the upper floors began trickling down. Without their commanders forcing them to shoot their own comrades, most took one look into the feasting hall and then ran away.
The battle ended just as suddenly as it had begun. The last of the soldiers from Baskla fled, and Lorik stood in the middle of the carnage looking for an enemy to fight, but there were no more. He realized that Braynar had fled, and Lorik ran out to the front steps of the castle. He couldn’t see Spector but he could feel his friend’s rage. There were no more archers on the walls; they had finally fled from the wraith that was slaughtering them like sheep. Spector was gliding toward the castle, hidden by the dark night sky.
“Braynar is fleeing through the escape tunnel,” Lorik shouted. “See if you can catch him and kill him.”
There was no response from Spector, but Lorik felt him dart away. The wraith could move quickly, and flying allowed him to travel toward the small house that hid the other end of the escape tunnel nearly half a mile from the city walls in a direct line, which was much faster than Lorik could go. He might have sprinted down to the tunnel and chased after the commander, but running full speed through a narrow, dark corridor was a great way to be ambushed. Lorik looked around at the bodies lying on the cobblestones and realized that his short reign in Ortis was marked by death and marred by blood.
The city was terrified; he could feel the fear like the heat from a bonfire. The darkness in him fed off the fear, making him strong, but it didn’t make him happy. Nothing seemed to bring him joy anymore, Yettlebor had stolen that from him, and he wasn’t sure if he would ever get it back. He was the king in Ort City once more, but he had no time to rest. The Outcasts were waiting for him, and he wouldn’t leave them till morning. He wanted to introduce them to their new home.




Chapter 28
Brianna took a running start, diving out of the tunnel and flipping through the air before spreading her arms and gliding over the pool of molten lava. She felt the Bollarg’s attention fix on her as she fell. Her clothes burst into flames as she neared the lava, and then she flipped down, headfirst into the super-heated rock.
The lava felt like water to her; there was no difference in the way heat felt to Brianna. She curved her body and used her control over heat to propel herself back up. She launched herself into the air, flipping and send blobs of magma flying through cavern. There were screeches and roars, but Brianna ignored the other creatures. She knew the Bollarg was watching. The fiery beast’s attention was a tangible pressure on her mind, as if an invisible fist were gripping her brain.
“Come!” the Bollarg’s deafening voice boomed through the room like thunder.
Brianna would have landed at the fire giant’s feet, but instead she sent a wave of heat ahead of her and dove into the rock at the bottom of the cavern. The roar of fury from the fire giant was so intense it made her feel as though she had slammed her head into a wall. She hesitated, her body held in a pocket of molten rock while she shook off the effects of the Bollarg’s rage. Then she swam back up to the far side of the cavern where she’d seen the dwarves march in.
“Bring her back!” the Bollarg demanded in a slow, rumbling voice.
Behind her, Brianna heard the fire giant’s minions screaming in fury as they hurried after her. Brianna ran, her feet bare now, her body covered with flames so that only her arms, lower legs, head, and shoulders were visible above the flashing red fire that engulfed her body. The tunnel that led away from the massive cavern was large, but not finely crafted like the caverns above. She ran but not too fast. She wanted the hideous creatures to chase her, to feel like she was just ahead of them.
As the fastest of the creatures—the Gorslings, as Jute called them—began to close in on Brianna, she picked up her speed, outpacing them. Her heart was pounding hard as she raced through tunnel after tunnel, making turns and waiting for her opportunity to double back to the main cavern. It finally came when the tunnel she was in branched into three different directions. She took the nearest tunnel, glancing back to make sure she was out of sight. Then, after running several paces into the new tunnel, she dove into the wall riding a wave of radiant heat.
Brianna swam through the stone knowing that, if the creatures chasing her were smart, they would realize what had happened. The wall she’d hit with a wave of heat so intense it allowed her to swim through the molten rock would show the newly melted area. Not to mention the heat in that section would be extreme for some time, but she guessed that most of the creatures that chased her weren’t smart enough to discover what’d she done.
Moving through solid rock wasn’t difficult for Brianna, but she couldn’t see where she was going and had to rely on luck to ensure that she didn’t end up in the wrong place. Eventually she made her way into another cavern. She proceeded on foot again and quickly found the main corridor she had escaped into. She was much more cautious on her return to the large cavern. Once she was just outside the huge cave, she could see that not every creature had followed her. Many were simply too deformed to chase after anyone or anything. She looked frantically for Jute but didn’t see the dwarf. She hoped he’d had time to reach the others and wasn’t still waiting in the tunnel she’d left him in.
Distracting the Bollarg would be more difficult than she realized, but she had a plan. It wasn’t perfect—in fact it probably wouldn’t work for long—but she didn’t need to immobilize the fire giant for a long time. She only needed to distract the Bollarg long enough for the dwarves to escape. And if she caused enough havoc in the cavern, the dwarves would at least have a chance. She wished that she could do more, but she knew the rest was up to Jute.
*	*	*
When Brianna made her dive, Jute felt his chest tighten, and he couldn’t breathe as he watched her twirl through the air. He’d known that Brianna was a powerful master of fire and earth, but he didn’t realize just how amazing she was until she dove into the pool of lava. He felt his hopes suddenly die as she splashed into the molten rock, only to be revived again when she came flipping out.
One glance told Jute the time to move was upon him. Every eye in the cavern was on Brianna, and Jute tore his own gaze away from her and hurried out of the tunnel. There were paths that angled down from various tunnels into the main cavern. Jute hurried down the crudely carved path and raced from group to group, stealing glances back toward Brianna. He heard the fire giant’s voice and then felt the chaos erupt as hundreds of strange creatures raced after her. Jute had to slow his progress once most of the able-bodied creatures had left.
He began to drag his foot and shake his head, hoping to blend in with wretched creatures whose only purpose was to suffer for the Bollarg. He stopped once the dwarves were in clear view, waiting for them to take notice of him. It took several moments as the dwarves searched the cavern to see what would happen next. Then Babaz saw Jute. The proud dwarf’s curly beard was mostly gone, and what remained was streaked through with gray. His shrewd eyes locked with Jute’s for a moment, then he acted as if he hadn’t seen his fellow dwarf.
Hand signals were passed, and all the dwarves were made ready. Some were exhausted but roused as they waited for their opportunity to flee. Others had suffered injuries and would have to be helped, but the dwarves had a plan in place. Their belief in a rescue had never wavered. It only took a few moments to ready themselves, but the Bollarg was still in the main cavern. Jute knew the fire giant rarely moved. The ancient creature was content to let his minions do his bidding, and the dwarf also knew that Brianna would have to return. Something would have to happen to truly distract the Bollarg, or all was lost.
Then, after what seemed like an eternity to Jute, the stone ceiling around the Bollarg began to glow. Jute saw it before the fire giant, who was motionless on the great throne which had been carved into the side of the cavern. Then the rock above began to fall in great blobs around the Bollarg.
The fire giant roared in absolute fury, and without a second glance, the dwarves were running. They knew their window of opportunity was small and closing fast. Jute dropped the charade and waved his kinsmen to him. As the first ones reached him, he waved them on.
“To the mine shafts!” he cried. “Hurry.”
Jute grabbed a dwarf who was limping and lent his strength to the injured dwarf. Their progress was slow, but the fire giant paid them no heed. Jute was drenched with sweat, and his ears were ringing by the time he reached the ramp that led up to the tunnel. Half of the dwarves were ahead of him and the other half behind, just as Jute started up.
“Stop them!” the fire giant’s voice boomed through the cavern.
Jute had just enough time to look up and see that the massive creature was pointing toward the dwarves, then he put his head down and ran.
*	*	*
Brianna swam in a large circle, moving as fast as she could. The molten rock grew hotter and hotter; she could tell it was getting more fluid, and then it began to fall. She raced higher and higher, letting the blobs of lava drop down around the fire giant, who was snarling up at her. She had no time to worry about the dwarves. It took all her strength to keep moving. She felt like she had run for miles without stopping; every part of her body ached, and her lungs were screaming for breath.
Then she heard what she had been waiting for. The fire giant had screamed and tried to reach her, but she was inside the stone. Then the Bollarg called on his minions to stop the dwarves, and Brianna knew it was time for the last part of her plan.
She had no idea how deep the furrow she was making around the rock that was directly over the Bollarg was. But she knew it was the perfect time to have it drop on the creature’s head. She turned from her circling and began heating the rock directly over the fire giant. Only this time, as she raced from one side to the other, she came out into the gap she had made. Once the layer she was swimming through grew hot enough, the stone below it fell.
It was a huge cylinder-shaped block of stone. It fell directly onto the fire giant, who couldn’t get out of the way fast enough. Brianna wanted to wait and see what her plan had accomplished but she knew there was no time. She swam through the thick ceiling of rock just as the huge boulder she’d made hit the Bollarg. The impact was so great she felt it even in the sold rock above the cavern.
There were vibrations from every side, and when she popped out over the opening where the dwarves were running, the dust and noise hit her like a physical blow. The last of the dwarves were on the ramp now, followed by a horde of the Bollarg’s minions. Brianna fell from the ceiling and crashed into a group of the fire giant’s most disfigured Gorslings. She landed on her right side, the impact jarring her spine and making bright spots float in her vision.
Pain lanced through her back and neck as rough hands took hold of her. For one brief moment, she let flames erupt all over her body, driving the wretched creatures back. Then she looked up as the last of the dwarves disappeared inside the tunnel that led away from the main cavern. She lifted her left arm and channeled all her power into a fiery blast that melted the stone of the opening. It only took a moment, and the tunnel was sealed behind the dwarves. It was all the help she could give them before she collapsed in exhaustion.
*	*	*
“Get those dwarves up the wall!” shouted Babaz. “We’ll stand guard here.”
“Where’s the wizard?” Hammert asked as Jute came through the tunnel into the smaller cavern that led up to the mining shaft.
“He isn’t here,” Jute said through clenched teeth. His arm was aching so bad it was hard for the dwarf to breathe, but he kept moving. He pushed the limping dwarf toward the wall to start the difficult climb up toward the mine shaft.
“Where is he?” demanded Babaz, who had a large stone in his hand to use as a weapon.
“The fire spirit said he’s in the Highlands, helping our kin,” Jute shouted back as he began his own climb up the wall.
“I don’t see anything else in the tunnel,” said Babaz as the last of the dwarves staggered into the cavern.
“She melted it,” said one of the dwarves. “Nearly singed my backside as the stone collapsed behind us.”
“Then we have time,” Babaz said. “Let’s get everyone up the mine shaft.”
“What’s going on at home?” Hammert asked as he climbed up beside Jute.
“I don’t know, but there is evil all across the land.”
“We knew that, didn’t we?” Babaz called as he helped one of the other dwarves climb. “The witch’s army saw to that.”
“No,” Jute said. “The wizard defeated her, and the army broke. The humans won.”
“I can’t believe it,” Babaz said. “Why only come looking for us now?”
“That’s a question we’ll have to ask the wizard when we find him—now climb.”
It wasn’t an easy task, but the dwarves made the climb up to the mine shaft, then they began the long ascent back up into the glorious caverns above. Those with the most strength gathered the fallen tools left behind in the mine’s depths. It was the closest thing to weapons the dwarves could get. They ascended the mine shaft at a steady pace. The most able-bodied stayed at the rear in case the fire giant’s wretched army came after them, but they didn’t.
Jute expected to see Brianna at any moment, but she never appeared. He wanted to stop and wait for her, even go back and help her, but he knew he couldn’t. He had to keep going and lead his people out of the caverns. Even if that meant sealing Brianna in the underworld, forever.




Chapter 29
The roar sounded above Zollin again, the terrifying noise echoing down the massive chamber. It was impossible to tell just how tall the circular room was, but Zollin didn’t think he could get to the top carrying both the gold and his prisoner. He had to make a choice, and while he couldn’t fathom not helping Ferno, he wasn’t even sure if the dragon was still alive to help. Amvyr, on the other hand, was alive and beginning to stir.
Zollin had no idea if the worm creature he’d seen high up on the stairs was real, or if the roaring that echoed down from above was from a living, breathing, creature, but he knew he had to go up. He was tired, his legs shaking from his efforts already, sweat making his hair stick to his forehead and burning the raw skin on his face. He was so thirsty that swallowing was impossible, and he knew that if he didn’t escape soon, he would be too weak to break free from the sinister presence inside the ancient castle.
He dipped his shoulder, letting Amvyr’s body slide to the ground. He felt relief from the weight of the girl, but he still wasn’t sure if he had the strength to carry the heavy bags of gold coins up the winding staircase. But he had just enough of the velvet rope left to tie Amvyr’s body to his own. Then he slapped her cheeks lightly until her eyes fluttered open and she groaned.
“Get up,” he said. “You’re walking now.”
She tried to run away, but he was ready for that, wrenching her arm hard and pushing her back into the wall. Her hands were tied, but she tried to hurt him until he was forced to slap her hard across the face. She stared at him with wide, tearful eyes but stopped resisting.
“We’re going up, but we’re tied together. So if I fall, you fall—get it?”
She nodded but didn’t speak. He turned her body so that he was right behind her, one hand on the velvet rope that supported the gold bags, the other on her arm.
“Let’s go.”
He adjusted the velvet rope across his shoulder, then started up the stairs. It only took minutes before his breathing was labored and he was forced to stop and rest. Keeping his magical shield up and the small floating flame burning was pushing his magical limits. Even still, he continued climbing, forcing himself to keep moving, even if he could only go up a few steps before he had to stop and rest again.
Time seemed to stand still; the bottom and top of the chamber were lost in darkness. All Zollin could do was climb. He tried to count his steps but kept losing track of the numbers. He leaned heavily on the wall and forced himself not to think about falling. Sometimes he was forced to push Amvyr on ahead of him, and other times she moved ahead until the rope pulled taut between them.
“Stop trying to escape, or I’ll tickle your insides with my dagger,” Zollin threatened.
“You wouldn’t dare,” the girl whined.
“At this point I would be glad to unburden myself.”
“Then pick up the pace. I can walk faster than you, even though you nearly cracked my skull open.”
Zollin ignored her and kept climbing.
Amvyr tried every tack, insulting his manhood, being coy, offering him riches, offering him herself, even trying to scare him into believing the roar that kept echoing down the chamber was from a real creature. But Zollin guessed that the girl was bluffing, and he hoped that once he got her away from the castle and the sinister presence inside it, she would be freed of her desire to serve the ancient evil.
The stairs went on and on, until finally Zollin came to a small landing. He couldn’t be sure if it was the same landing that led to the chamber with the stone table, but it was the first sign of progress he’d found. He continued climbing, watching for any sign of the worm creature that had frightened him on his first ascent. The roars grew louder, Amvyr’s struggles more frantic, but Zollin was undeterred. When he saw the light above him, he breathed a sigh of relief. And then the unthinkable happened. A huge serpentine creature moved down into the space just above Zollin.
He was so frightened at first that he froze against the chamber wall. Amvyr screamed as the creature hissed at them. It had rows of long, curving fangs, and wicked looking fans of skin stood out on either side of the beast’s head. Zollin was almost convinced that the beast was real, until the fact that he could see the creature in the darkness struck him.
He could see more than just the head as it swayed from side to side over the empty space in the center of the chamber. He could see the glistening scales across the huge body that descended from the gloom above. They were close enough to the door that Zollin could make it out another quarter-turn up the spiral staircase, but there wasn’t enough light spilling through the crack around the door to illuminate the stairs, much less the monster guarding the door.
“It’s not real,” he said in relief.
“It is!” screamed Amvyr. “You’ll get us both killed, you fool.”
Zollin leaned against the wall and waited until the girl stopped squirming. He lost his grip on her arm at one point, and if their bodies hadn’t been tied together, he was certain she would have tried to push him off the staircase. But he waited her out, the creature swaying and feinting, but not attacking. Zollin let his magic confirm that there was nothing ahead of them but stairs. And so he kept climbing. He looked down, focusing on each step. He felt the air around him moving as the snake creature roared and hissed, threatening to strike, but he refused to look up, even when he heard the snap of the beast’s teeth. When he reached the landing, his hands were shaking almost as bad as his legs, but the creature was gone, and they were alone at the top of the stairs. He pulled the door open and was rewarded with sunlight.
The room beyond the round chamber was a long, wide corridor with narrow windows high up on the ancient castle walls. The sunlight that shone in was already gray and weak from filtering through storm clouds, and most of the windows were covered with vines, but even the smallest bit of sunlight gave Zollin’s spirits a tremendous boost. He wanted to dance and shout in victory over the darkness below but he knew he didn’t have the strength. He would have to get out of the ancient castle and see if he could get the gold to Ferno. Hopefully it would somehow restore the massive dragon.
Zollin sat Amvyr down and slumped against the wall beside her to rest. He couldn’t let go of her, but her strength was feeble compared to the way she’d fought deep in the caverns underneath the castle. Once Zollin felt like his legs were rested enough for the two of them to continue on their way, he stood up, lifting the gold off the floor by means of the velvet rope over his shoulder, and forced Amvyr to walk in front of him. He held onto her arms with both of his hands, afraid that she might try to run away from him since there was no more threat of the two of them falling to their deaths.
They walked to the end of the corridor without incident, but the room beyond was large and dark. Zollin turned to his right, keeping Amvyr in front of him. There were voices in the room, some loud, others mere whispers, and Zollin felt as if he were surrounded by ghosts. Amvyr seemed frightened, too, but Zollin forced them to keep moving until they came to a doorway.
“Let’s try it,” Zollin said, his shoulder aching from the weight of the gold.
“No, I’ll die out there,” Amvyr said.
“You don’t open the door and you’ll die in here—now move,” Zollin ordered.
The door was difficult to open. There were thick vines growing up around the door, but they managed to push it open far enough to slip out into the fading light. It was almost sunset on another gray, snowy day. Zollin felt the cold air, and it seemed to revive him, but as they climbed out of the vines and weeds that grew up around the castle, he realized that they were far from being out of danger. All around them were hundreds of gargoyles.
“I told you we’d die,” Amvyr whined.
The gray-skinned creatures stood as still as statues, their bodies low to the ground, their thickly muscle legs folded to either side, and their spindly arms ready to reach out. Zollin was afraid the creatures would attack, but they didn’t move. Zollin knew he didn’t have the strength to fight off so many of the monsters, and he was about to suggest they try and slip back inside the ancient castle, when an awful scream echoed from the nearby hilltop.
The castle ruins were in a small valley, with steep hills surrounding the overgrown structure. The gargoyles turned and looked up the hill. What Zollin saw surprised him. It was a large creature, vaguely human in shape, but much too wide. It had short arms and legs and a huge head that was almost flat along the top. It bellowed a challenge in a strange tongue that Zollin had never heard before, but he also got the impression that the creature was surrounded by magic. It was similar to the magic of the dragons, not workable magic, just evidence of a magical creature.
The gargoyles forgot about Zollin and Amvyr. Instead, they took to the air, flying toward the creature who disappeared on the far side of the hill. From the long shadows in front of them, Zollin determined that they were facing east.
“Come on,” he said. “We need to get out of this valley.”
“Where are you taking me?”
“Back to your father, if you really are who you say you are.”
Amvyr didn’t respond, but she didn’t resist either. Zollin did his best to run, but all he could manage with the heavy sacks of gold was a slow jog. Once they made it over the hill, he had to slow down to a walk. His heart was pounding, and he felt nauseous. Luckily there was a stream in the next ravine. Zollin drank the cold water eagerly, even though his hands were nearly frozen by the icy water.
Amvyr was soon shivering, and Zollin knew that if they didn’t find Ferno soon, they would have to stop and make camp for the night. They couldn’t go on much longer; the princess didn’t even have shoes. He would have carried her if not for the gold, but they pushed on as long as they dared.
There was no light in the cloudy sky, so Zollin kindled his magical flame once more, even though it was a struggle to keep it lit. They walked for nearly an hour before coming into a swath of broken trees. Zollin didn’t want to risk attracting the attention of the gargoyles, but he fed magic into the floating flame until he could see a large form in the distance.
“This way—we’re almost there,” Zollin said.
He still held Amvyr’s arm, and the velvet rope still connected them, but she no longer tried to escape. He could feel her shivering and promised himself that he would warm her as best he could once they reached Ferno.
The green dragon’s hide was turning gray, and Zollin’s breath caught in his throat as he walked up to the massive creature. Ferno wasn’t moving, and Zollin feared that his companion was dead. They had to circle around the dragon’s massive body, but to Zollin’s relief he felt a puff of air from the dragon’s nostrils.
“He lives!” Zollin said, more loudly than he meant.
Dropping the sacks of gold at last, he quickly gathered several broken tree limbs and tried to start a fire. The wood was wet and wouldn’t burn. Zollin’s insides ached, and he felt more hollow than he had in months. He was exhausted, starving, and his magical power was tapped out.
“I can’t get it going,” Zollin said, dropping to his knees.
Amvyr just shivered beside him. Zollin fumbled with the rope, untying it with aching fingers. Then he left the girl beside the dragon and the bags of gold to search in the dark for his pack. He knew it had to be close by, but he couldn’t even kindle the tiny flame anymore. He needed the food that was in his pack if they were going to survive, and Amvyr need the clothes inside it as well. His search lasted nearly half an hour, but eventually he stumbled across the pack.
Even in the darkness he was able to pull the flap back far enough to reach the bread and cheese inside. He stuffed the food into his mouth and chewed so fast he accidentally bit his tongue. It was dark in the woods, but Ferno’s large body stood out among the shadowy trees. Zollin stumbled back and found Amvyr shivering on the ground, her teeth chattering uncontrollably.
The bottle of wine he had carried from Orrock had shattered in the fall, and most of the clothing inside the pack was wet. Zollin offered Amvyr food, but she didn’t respond. He knew he had to get the fire going. If Ferno had been conscious, he could have ignited the wood with a single breath, but Zollin had to dig deep into his magical reservoir to find the power to overcome the saturated wood.
After eating several more bites, Zollin concentrated on the pile of wood. He smelled smoke and heard a crackle after several minutes of effort. Soon the fire was burning brightly, and Zollin sat next to Amvyr, warming his hands and hoping he wasn’t too late to help Ferno.
Amyvr groaned as the heat from the fire began to warm her body. She held her hands and feet as close to the flames as she could. Zollin continued to eat. He was still exhausted, but the pain from his magic vanished. He knew he could curl up beside the fire and sleep, but if he did, the fire might burn out, and he couldn’t risk that happening. And he wouldn’t let himself rest until he had tried to help Ferno.
“Ripper,” he said to the dragon. “Can you hear me? Can you wake up?”
Zollin wasn’t sure if using the dragon’s name might have helped, but he wasn’t willing to take the risk. Amvyr had ceased her efforts to get back to the evil that dwelled inside the castle ruins, but Zollin wasn't ready to trust her with Ferno’s freedom. He picked up one of the bags of gold and opened it. The coins glinted in the light from the fire.
Zollin carried the bag of gold to Ferno’s backside and poured some of the coins onto the dragon’s wounds along the massive haunches. Then he took the rest and poured it over Ferno’s broken wing. He added the second bag to the first but saved a few handfuls of the coins to spread out on the dragon’s face. Zollin had no idea if what he was doing would help the dragon. There had been no diagrams or explanations of how gold healed the magical creatures, only that it was believed to have healing powers over them.
Finally he gathered more wood. When he finished his labors, he found Amvyr asleep by the fire. He added more wood to the blaze and then settled in where he could see Ferno. The dragon hadn’t moved, the wood was quiet, and snow was starting to fall once more. Zollin felt his strength failing him. He hoped he would be able to wake up enough to keep putting wood on the fire through the night and that the blaze wouldn’t draw the dreadful gargoyles back to them. There was nothing more he could do but wait and hope. At that moment he missed Brianna more than ever, then he fell asleep between the princess and the dragon.




Chapter 30
Lorik brought the Outcasts back into the city before sunrise. The group was resting in the feasting hall, which had a roaring fire in its huge hearth. The castle servants were slowly returning, and everyone was on edge. Spector drifted into the large room where Lorik sat on the throne waiting for sunrise so that he could see to the people and ensure that everyone returned to their normal lives.
“Braynar escaped,” Spector hissed angrily.
“I’m not surprised. Did they have horses waiting?”
“Yes.”
“We will let them go this time. There’s no need to run them down. Let the commander return to his king without his army. Word will spread that we are not helpless in Ortis. For now, we must rebuild the kingdom and make sure our people are safe.”
“Your people are working themselves into a frenzy,” Spector declared. “Have you not been outside the castle?”
“No,” Lorik said. “Not since I escorted our party in from the cold.”
“Not everyone is as open-minded as you are about the Outcasts.”
Lorik practically jumped from his throne. He walked through the feasting hall with a wide stride that only Spector could keep pace with. The doors to the castle were still hanging on broken hinges, letting the cold air pour into the magnificent fortress. The sun was up, but the thick clouds still hung low and threatened to drop more snow on the city. In the wide expanse around the castle, hundreds of people had gathered. Many held weapons of some type, swords and spears from the fallen soldiers, axes and pitchforks, clubs, torches, and knives. They were a mob on the verge of rioting, and when Lorik appeared at the castle entrance they began to chant.
“Leave us alone!” the shouted over and over. “Leave and don’t come back!”
“What the devil is this?” Lorik said.
“I think they have finally turned against you,” Spector said. “They don’t like that you brought Outcasts into the city and are sheltering them in the castle.”
“What is it you want?” Lorik shouted at the crowd, which fell silent as Lorik’s voice boomed around the open space and echoed off the city walls. “The soldiers from Baskla have been driven away. We will rebuild Ort City and then the rest of the kingdom.”
“We don’t want Outcasts here!” shouted someone from the crowd.
“You can’t let them in the city!” screamed a woman’s voice.
“They are our countrymen, your kin!” Lorik bellowed. “We will not turn our backs on our own.”
“They’re freaks!”
“We don’t want them here.”
“They have every right to be here,” Lorik argued. “Just as much as any of you.”
The crowd roared like an angry animal whose back was against the wall. They brandished their weapons and screamed obscenities at Lorik. Suddenly all the rage and pent-up frustration inside Lorik came bursting out. Just inside the castle’s entrance were weapons from ages past. They were bolted onto the walls as decorations, but Lorik reached up and pulled a large axe free. It had a handle that was as tall as a man and a huge two-sided axe head with a thick curved edge. Most men would have trouble wielding such a long, heavy weapon, but to Lorik it felt perfect. He marched out of the castle, his vision turning red with rage.
The crowd tried to stand their ground, shouting that they didn’t want Lorik or his monstrous friends. He couldn’t understand why the people of Ort City seemed to hate him so much. He had saved them time and again, driving back the Norsik raiders, standing against the witch’s army, striking down the false king Yettlebor, and tracking down the villainous henchmen he had made lords over the kingdom. Did they not realize that it was Braynar who had ordered his archers to fire on innocent civilians? Did they really want a king who cared nothing for them?
Lorik didn’t know, but his fury was unquenchable. The crowd looked frightened as he approached them with the massive axe, but they didn’t back down.
“Take your demon and leave!” shouted a large woman with a red face.
“We don’t want you here,” screamed someone else in the crowd.
“You people are fools!” Lorik roared.
He raised his axe over his head and then slammed it down onto the flag stones, sending a wave of magical power through the earth that knocked most of the mob off their feet. Buildings collapsed as the wave rushed through the city.
“You don’t want me,” Lorik bellowed. “Then I don’t want you. But I’ll be damned if I’ll leave this city standing.”
The crowd scrambled back as Lorik stalked forward like a hungry lion. He raised his axe again and slammed it into the side of a building, which crumbled as the dark magic tore it apart. The mob broke, running from the castle with screams of terror. Lorik followed them, knocking down any building that was still standing with his heavy axe. One desperate man tried to stop him, but Lorik froze him with a magical puff of breath. Then he lifted the man’s body and hurled it down a wide street. It hit the cobblestones and shattered, sending bits of frozen flesh in all directions.
There were still soldiers in the city, most were hiding, unsure what to do. They helped open the city gates, and the citizens of Ort City fled as Lorik destroyed everything inside the city walls. No building was safe. If anyone opposed him, he cut them down without mercy. He wouldn’t stay where he wasn’t wanted, but he wouldn’t leave the city behind for someone else to take the throne.
Hours passed, and still Lorik’s fury raged. People were crushed who tried to hide inside buildings. Lorik’s dark magic gave him the ability to destroy any structure with a single blow from his axe. By noon the only structure standing was the castle. It was a huge building constructed from stone. Lorik returned to the fortress and went back to the feasting hall.
“Will you rule over a ruined city?” Spector asked.
“No one will rule here,” Lorik spat. “Kora, Yorry, get as much food and drink as you can carry from this place. We are leaving.”
“Where will we go?” Kora asked.
“South. I should have listened to you to begin with.”
“The people would not accept us,” she said sadly.
“No, they would not accept me. They would rather live in bondage, so I will let them. Gather as many supplies as you can, and tell the servants to flee.”
The Outcasts set to work immediately. Lorik sent Toomis to fetch wagons from the castle stable. Then Lorik went down to the dungeons. It was the lowest level of the castle, and still filled with lost souls. Lorik broke open the locks that held the prison cells shut. Most of the people inside were completely insane; some even refused to leave. Lorik warned them of the danger, then he set about freezing the castle foundations. His magically enhanced breath spread through the dungeon and down through the escape tunnel. It even filled the secret room where the darkness had waited for Lorik and hidden him for days while his body was transformed and his enemies thought him long gone. He had no affection for the place, and as he climbed back up the spiral staircase, he was relieved that it was the last time he would ever see the wretched dungeon.
He was almost back out to the side courtyard, where the last of the supplies were being loaded into two wagons that Toomis had found, when Kierian stepped out of the shadows from a small hallway and blocked Lorik’s path. She had a look on her face as if she knew something he didn’t know.
“Well, that wasn’t what I expected from your reign as king,” she said.
“I was never a king to these people,” he said. “They are cowards.”
“Most people are, but not you. Most people are desperate for others to accept them and approve of them, but not you.”
“No,” Lorik said. “I’ve wasted too much time here. There are people who need me, people who long for a place where they can live in safety. Where their leader isn’t afraid to face danger on their behalf and where they can use their gifts to build a better place for themselves and their families.”
“You know of such a place?” Kierian asked, her voice low and eager.
Lorik found the woman almost irresistible. She wasn’t like anyone else he’d ever met. She was confident and self-reliant. Most of all she knew what she wanted and she knew how to get it.
“I’ll build it,” Lorik said. “It will be a new kingdom. A place where anyone can come and be part of something bigger than themselves.”
“A lofty goal,” she said, her voice on the edge of a tease. “I shall have to come with you and see this new kingdom—if you’ll have me, of course.”
“I’ll have you,” Lorik said as he grabbed her and pulled her to him.
He held her arms gently, and she could have pulled away, but she didn’t. He pressed his body against hers, and they kissed. Lorik had to bend down to reach her lips and he could feel how receptive she was, yet he feared she might just slide a blade between his ribs if he dropped his guard.
“Now we must leave,” he said, pulling away.
“Right now?” she asked.
“This place isn’t safe,” Lorik said.
“I don’t need safe,” Kierian said. “I need exciting.”
Her hands were on his shoulders, and she pulled herself up to kiss him again, but instead his hands found her narrow waist, and he boosted her up and over his shoulder.
“Like I said, time to go.”
Lorik carried Kierian outside, and the carnage of what had once been Ort City surprised him. The entire city had been leveled—not just abandoned, but destroyed. He had been in a fury when he smashed every building to rubble, but now he saw it clearly. There was nothing left inside the walls but the castle. Toomis was already leading the Outcasts back out of the city through the hole in the wall that Lorik had made the night before.
“Time to go,” Spector said as the wraith glided by.
“One thing remains,” Lorik said, as he sat Kierian back on her feet.
He raised the heavy axe one last time, holding it by the bottom of the handle so that the dull, ancient-looking metal head was high up in the air. He felt the dark magic building inside him, flowing up into the weapon so that it vibrated with power. Then he threw the axe, spinning it end over end, toward the castle. Lorik could feel the power inside the ancient weapon just waiting to escape.
The axe hit the castle wall, which was made of thick stone, and lodged for a second. Lorik felt the power racing out of the axe and into the fortress. The sudden magic pressure caused the frozen rock in the dungeons to shatter. There was crashing sound from deep below the ground, then Lorik felt a thump from under his feet. The castle slowly collapsed inward, almost as if a huge chasm had opened up under the massive structure. Dust and rock particles billowed up in the air like smoke as the fortress crumbled. The thick walls shattered into tiny pieces; the wealth of kings was swallowed up in the chaos until the destruction of Ort City was complete.
There was nothing left inside the city walls but rubble and the bodies of countless soldiers and civilians who were too stubborn or too frightened to flee. Lorik led the way out of the empty city, and there was a feeling of satisfaction in knowing that he had razed one of the strongest cities in the Five Kingdoms to the ground. It was a fact that would spread through the other kingdoms like wildfire. It would give anyone who opposed him or what he was doing pause, and he hoped that hesitation would give him the time he needed to create something new.
He glanced back one last time before walking out of the hole in the city walls. Ort City had become a tomb. His future was in the south, with people who shared his contempt for the weakness of people who could not change. He would let the darkness lead him to a new place, a kingdom created from the chaos. A kingdom where he could rule as he was destined to.




Chapter 31
For two days Quinn had been silent, but Mansel imagined that he could feel the fury that practically radiated from the older man. It wasn’t clear what Quinn was so angry about, but he had more than enough reasons to be mad. His son’s home was burned, Nycol had been killed by the ravenous beasts that attacked Brighton’s Gate, and as they approached Orrock, there was no sign that Zollin was anywhere near the city.
Mansel was positive that the creature that had bitten Quinn wasn’t rabid, but he couldn’t deny the fact that something was terribly wrong with his mentor. As they rode through the homes and shops that surrounded Orrock, Mansel couldn’t help but worry that Quinn would say or do something that would lead to more violence. And while Mansel wasn’t afraid of a fight, he was afraid that Quinn might kill someone over a petty matter.
“We’ll see if we can track down Estry,” Mansel told Quinn. “If anyone knows where Zollin and Brianna are, it’s him.”
Quinn didn’t answer, but he looked around him at the people who choked the muddy streets with the dangerous gaze of a predator. Mansel had seen a pack of wolves once in the woods near Tranaugh Shire. He was just a boy at the time, but he remembered the look in the eyes of the wolves, as if they’d just seen their next meal. It was a cold, vicious look, and Mansel recognized it in Quinn’s eyes.
To be safe, Mansel dismounted before they reached the city gates and led his horse. He didn’t take the reins from Quinn’s mount, but he took hold of the bridle to make sure that an accident didn’t lead to more trouble than he was ready for.
At the massive gatehouse, they were hailed by one of the guards. He came running toward them, waving his arms. Mansel recognized the man but couldn’t remember his name. Quinn had been friendly with many of the soldiers in the King’s Royal Guard in the months leading up to King Hausey’s coronation before they followed Zollin to Brighton’s Gate. He’d been one of them when he was a young man, before meeting Zollin’s mother and moving to Tranaugh Shire.
“Quinn!” the man called as he ran forward. “It’s grand to see you again.”
“He’s not well,” Mansel called to the soldier.
Quinn’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t speak.
“Is he ill?” the soldier asked.
“Recovering,” Mansel said. “I’m sure he’ll be back to his old self soon enough. We’ll be taking rooms near the castle. Come find us when you have a chance.”
“I’ll do that. We’ll lift a pint together again,” the soldier said happily.
Quinn looked away, and Mansel quickly moved on. The city had changed; that much was obvious to Mansel right away. He had always marveled at the grand nature of the capital city, but Orrock was in an incredible wave of growth. The gate that had been destroyed when the armies of Falxis and Osla invaded had been repaired. There were more soldiers on the walls than before, and the city itself seemed to be preparing for another attack.
Most of the buildings inside the city walls were made of stone and well maintained, but inevitably there some that had fallen into disrepair. Now, those buildings were either restored and upgraded or in the process of being removed. The streets were free of clutter. Even around the shops, where garbage or debris was usually found, the refuse was being kept in neat containers, and the streets seemed wider. There were no gaps in the cobblestones, no mud or debris, and soldiers patrolled the streets at regular intervals.
Near the castle was a row of upscale inns. The Horn of Plenty was a large, three-story inn with a large sign that hung over the door. The cornucopia painted on the sign was filled with delicious food. It was the same inn they’d stayed in after the Witch’s War. Mansel and Quinn had only a couple of silver marks left, but he was confident the innkeeper would extend them credit.
“Why don’t we go inside?” Mansel said, stopping in front of the inn. “Zell will be happy to see you.”
Quinn glared at Mansel and didn’t move.
“They’ll probably have sweet cakes and freshly churned butter,” Mansel said, feeling just a little silly that he was trying to bribe Quinn with food. “And you know how much you love their wine.”
Quinn’s glare intensified, and for a moment the big warrior thought that Quinn was going to attack him. Instead, the carpenter got off his horse and flipped the reins over the empty hitching post beside the door. Mansel breathed a sigh of relief and followed Quinn inside.
The Horn of Plenty had a wide common room with two fireplaces on either end. The big windows let in plenty of light during the daytime, even on overcast wintery days. There were already a dozen people in the room, sitting at various tables. The inn had long bench tables like most inns, but it also had smaller tables for customers who came just for meals or to share a quiet drink with friends.
“Oh my, Gynnie, come see who it is,” said a tall, thin man with his sleeves rolled up and a thick apron that covered his shirt and trousers.
A plump woman with a bright, happy face came out of the kitchens. Her already vibrant features were pulled back in a smile that stretched across her face when she saw Quinn. She hurried over and took his hand.
“Master Quinn, it’s so good to see you again,” she said.
“And Mansel,” her husband said. “You are both welcome here.”
“Thank you,” Mansel said.
He started to warn Gynnie about Quinn’s unfriendliness, but she had already backed away, her smile shifting into a look of concern.
“Is everything all right?” Gynnie asked.
“No,” Mansel said. “We’ve had a very hard trip. Quinn is still recovering. It’s a long story, but for now, if we could get a room…”
“Of course,” Zell said. “Right this way. Only the best for you.”
Quinn followed Zell, and Mansel spoke quietly to Gynnie.
“Can you send ale, wine, and some of your cakes to our room?”
The innkeeper’s wife nodded. “Is he going to be all right?”
“I think so,” Mansel said. “I need Trixie to run a few errands if she’s free.”
“I’ll send her to your room with the ale and sweet cakes.”
“Thank you,” Mansel said before hurrying to catch up with Quinn.
Zell led them to a large suite that had two sleeping chambers on either side of a comfortable sitting area with its own fireplace. The room was cool but not cold, and there was a load of wood waiting to be lit already in the hearth.
“Did you ride in?” Zell asked after he’d opened the door for Quinn and given Mansel the key.
“We did.”
“The new king has passed a law that requires us to keep your horses in a livery outside of the city. I hope you don’t mind.”
“No, that’s fine. I’m afraid we don’t have much coin right now.”
Mansel handed the innkeeper his last two silver marks. Zell took the coins but nodded encouragingly.
“You know your credit is good with us,” he assured Mansel.
“We appreciate you.”
“Don’t whisper,” Quinn snapped. “I’m not sick.”
“Sorry, Quinn,” Mansel said. “Let me get you a fire started.”
Quinn sat slowly in one of the padded chairs, and Mansel knelt by the hearth. He was beginning to wish that he hadn’t given Quinn the throwing knife he’d dropped when the outlaws attacked them. Mansel didn’t think his mentor would attack him, but he felt exposed with his back turned to Quinn. He knew that if they didn’t find help for him soon, the chances of something bad happening to or because of Quinn was very high.
Just as Mansel got a fire started, there was a knock at the door. Mansel hurried over and let Trixie in. She was an attractive woman and worked as a serving maid, but she wasn’t opposed to wenching if the price was right. She held a large tray with a pitcher of ale, a bottle of wine, several glasses and mugs, and a plate piled high with sweet cakes. There was also a crock of butter and a jar of honey.
“Thank you,” Mansel said, stepping aside so that Trixie could set the large tray down on the table in the center of the room.
“You needed me?” she asked.
There had always been a playful attraction between Mansel and Trixie. When the young warrior had first come to Orrock with Zollin, he’d enjoyed her services more than once, but when he came back with Nycol, she honored his choice and seemed genuinely happy for him.
“Can you find Estry the tailor?”
“Of course, I know his shop,” Trixie said.
“Bring him here,” Mansel said. “Tell him it is an emergency.”
“All right,” she said, laying a hand on Mansel’s arm gently. “Are you two all right?”
“We will be,” Mansel said, suddenly feeling tears stinging his eyes.
“I’ll be back in a flash,” she said.
Mansel closed the door behind her and found Quinn pouring himself wine. Mansel washed his hands, a habit that Nycol had taught him. His tears ran down his face as he washed the grime of the road away. He had completed his task, and the pressure had woken his grief. He swiped at the tears before getting himself one of the sweet cakes.
It took Trixie nearly half an hour to return with Estry. But when Mansel opened the door, he felt another wave of relief. The tailor looked thrilled to see him and shook his hand vigorously. He started to do the same with Quinn, but the carpenter only sneered at him.
“What’s this weak-willed do-gooder doing here?” Quinn asked.
“I sent for him, Quinn,” Mansel said.
“Where’s your wife?”
“Priam is at our home,” Estry said in a tense voice.
“That’s good. I can’t stand the bitch.”
“Quinn!” Mansel nearly shouted.
Estry laughed. Mansel had expected him to be angry at Quinn’s rudeness, but he seemed genuinely amused. It was obvious from the look of cold fury on Quinn’s face that he didn’t like the tailor’s response, but Mansel took control of the situation before things got heated.
“We need Zollin,” Mansel said. “Have you seen him?”
“He was here, several days ago,” Estry said. “But he only stayed one evening. He’s on an errand for the king.”
“Damn,” Mansel said. “Do you have any idea when he might be back?”
“Another week, probably? I’m not sure to be honest. Why? What is wrong?”
“We’ve had some trouble,” Mansel said. “Quinn is sick.”
“I’m fine,” Quinn groused.
“He does seem to be in fine form,” Estry said.
“He needs a healer, preferably someone familiar with magical creatures.”
“Then I know just the man,” Estry said. “I’ll need to set up a meeting, but I should be able to do that tonight. Danella is seeing the king this evening. We should be able to set something up.”
“Danella, your daughter?” Mansel asked.
“Yes, Zollin recommended the match and I’m proud to say that it might just work out. The king seems taken with her.”
“He farms his daughters out like a slimy pimp,” Quinn spat.
“He doesn’t seem to be himself,” Estry said, looking over Mansel’s shoulder at Quinn.
“No, he needs help. He’s got a few busted ribs and some bite wounds that won’t heal. But it’s his temperament that’s changed.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
Estry left, and Mansel saw to it that Quinn didn’t leave their rooms. The next day a soldier came to the inn to escort Quinn and Mansel to the castle. They were taken into a small room on the first floor and made to wait for nearly an hour, and then Branock walked into the room. He was completely confident, even when Mansel drew his sword.
“There’s no need for that,” the wizard said. “Although that stone is interesting. I take it Zollin fashioned that weapon for you?”
“Get out,” Mansel snarled.
“Tisk, tisk, I thought you needed a healer?”
“I won’t let you touch Quinn.”
“I’m fine!” the carpenter complained.
“I healed you once, as I recall. Although that was before my unfortunate accident,” Branock said, waving to his head.
“You mean before you tried to kill us?”
“I was a different man then,” Branock said. “And you’ll find that things have changed here. Zollin knows of my work with the king. I can sense that something is amiss with Master Quinn. Leave him here with me and I’ll see to his needs.”
“No,” Mansel said angrily.
Branock opened the door and waved at a group of Royal Guards, who were waiting outside. The men came into the room with weapons drawn.
“That wasn’t a request,” the wizard said.
“I’ll kill you before I let you take him,” Mansel said angrily.
“No, you won’t,” Branock said, almost as if he were bored.
Mansel stepped in front of Quinn, raising his sword, but the handle was suddenly hot. It was like trying to hold a red hot iron just pulled out of the fire. Mansel screamed, fighting to hold onto his weapon, but the heat was too severe. He dropped the sword, and the soldiers moved in, backing Mansel into the wall.
“Quinn will stay with me,” Branock said. “His care requires it. You are free to stay in the city, but if you return to the castle I’ll have you banished from Yelsia. Is that clear?”
Mansel could see the look of determination in the eyes of the soldiers. If he fought them, they would fight to kill. And as strong as Mansel was, he didn’t think he could defeat the soldiers unarmed. And Branock had already made his own power clear. Without Zollin, Mansel had no hope of saving Quinn. He’d been led into a trap by Brianna’s father.
“Come with me, Quinn,” Branock said. “We have many things to talk about.”
To Mansel’s utter disbelief, Quinn went willingly with the wizard. The soldiers backed out of the room slowly. Mansel’s hands were blistered from holding his sword, and when he picked up his weapon, he could still feel the heat on the handle. He carried the sword gently by the blade as the guards escorted him out of the castle. He saw Quinn following Branock up a flight of stairs, then his dearest friend was gone from sight.
The crushing weight of his grief fell on Mansel as soon as he stepped outside. He had failed Nycol, and now he had failed Quinn. The only reason Mansel had for living was to help his friends, and it was becoming clear that he could no longer do that. His guilt and grief were so overwhelming he didn’t think he could go on. And death was the only way left to escape his pain.




Epilogue
Brianna was conscious, but she was too tired to fight back. As the dust cleared in the cavern, she saw the fire giant towering over her. It seemed unharmed, and she guessed that it probably wasn’t hurt by her stunt, but that had never been the plan. She only needed to distract the Bollarg and make sure the dwarves escaped. She had done her part, and so she waited, trying to regain her strength before rushing off to join the dwarves.
All around her the mutated creatures waited and watched. Their only joy in life was watching others suffer, and from the way they acted, they had high hopes for Brianna’s punishment. But they were all keeping a safe distance from her as well.
Some looked almost human, but with shriveled limbs and faces that looked like strange animals. There were fat, blubbery creatures with tiny arms, and long, spindly beings with twisted limbs and mutated faces. Almost every creature had burns across them. Brianna guessed that even the lightest touch from the fire giant left its mark on his horde of soulless wretches.
The fire giant had no face to speak of, just the flaming outline of a head, but it was looking at her. She could feel the incredible pressure on her mind again, almost as if her mind was being cracked open like a walnut to reveal all her private thoughts and secrets. She fought the feeling, trying to resist, and then she saw the huge fiery hand coming down for her. It was the moment she had been waiting for. She sent a wave of heat into the ground beneath her and dropped into the molten rock. She was just about to swim away when she felt something grab onto her.
Brianna bristled with heat so intense that the lava around her boiled, but whatever had hold of her didn’t let go. It was the fire giant. She had thought that she could simply swim away from the cavern but she had been wrong. Nothing else could keep up with her once she slipped into the molten rock, but the fire giant was a powerful being and, like Brianna, was not deterred by her intense heat. It had her in its massive hand, and nothing she could do would help her. She struggled, but the hand just tightened its grip. She was exhausted, but even if she hadn’t been, the fire giant was much too strong for Brianna to escape its grasp.
“I have you now!” it said, the massive voice echoing off the stone chamber.
Brianna tried everything she could think of, but the fire giant would not let go. It ordered some of its minions to remove the debris from its throne, and others to pursue the dwarves. Brianna could only hope that they could make it back to the surface before the Groslings caught up with them. How much time passed Brianna couldn’t only guess at. She grew weaker and weaker, but the fire giant did not relinquish its grip. She was trapped, and her hopes were thin. Maybe, she thought, Zollin might come for her. But even if he did, the chances of escape were almost impossible. The gods of old had imprisoned the fire giants in the underworld. Not even powerful wizards wanted to test the strength of the Bollargs. And Zollin might not even want to come after her. It was a reality she had to accept. She had made her decision. If she was ever going to escape the fire giant, it would have to be up to her.




Author’s Note
The story of the Five Kingdoms is constantly growing in my mind.  I want to thank you for going on this incredible journey with me.  Into Chaos is the ninth book in the Five Kingdoms series with more to come and if you’ve gotten to this point you’ve probably left a review on Amazon somewhere along the way.  But if I may ask one more favor from you, it would be to leave an honest review for this book.  It is one of the many ways you can show your support for my work.  Thank you all so much for your constant encouragement.
 
You can join my mailing list by clicking here.
If you want to keep up with my work along the way you can follow me on Facebook by clicking here or find me on Twitter @TobyNeighbors.
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