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  Prologue


  Gwendolyn was angry. She sat on a throne of bones, her sunken eyes closed, her skeletal arms folded across her emaciated chest. She shivered with cold despite the fires all around her. She was a wretched looking creature now. Any beauty and sensuality had been swept away, replaced by dark power so great even she had not been prepared for it. That power had become her sustenance in the dark caverns deep beneath the earth. The demon she had summoned from another dimension had filled her with power, but also with a fierce hatred for the very world she sought to control. She loathed the people who had been carried to her lair by the Leffers. She had bent thousands to her will, each trading their souls in exchange for life. Her power had mutated them; made them stronger physically, but also totally dependent on her will. She controlled them now, sending them north with only one command: to kill. Those who refused her power she had killed and now she knew it was simply a matter of time before the entire width and breadth of the Five Kingdoms were under her control.


  Only the young wizard of the north had thwarted her plans. She couldn’t feel his power, but she could see him through the eyes of her mutated subjects. He flew upon a dark green dragon, moving ever closer to her lair. The foolish boy was coming to confront her, but he had no concept of her power. He could not fathom the depth of her abilities as the demon fed power to her from a dimension beyond the grave. She was truly a queen, even if hell was her palace and death her servant. Still, the fact that Zollin was coming angered her. She had not expected such boldness. When they had fought at the time of her changing, he had shown himself to be resourceful, with a raw, unrefined power that was breathtaking. But she had won that exchange and sent the young wizard running north. Now that he was back, she felt a shiver of fear. Why would he return, what new weapon had he discovered with which to battle her?


  She was stronger than ever, but the faceless demon who now channeled power into her withering physical form never shared the secrets to that power. She wielded it blindly and that had been enough at first. She was in control, at least she thought she was. Control had always been her desire. She needed to be in control of everyone and everything around her. When she had enchanted men she was able to control them because of their lust for her, but eventually they went mad and killed each other. Now her control over the vast horde the Leffers had brought to her made victory over the Five Kingdoms all but inevitable. The fact that Zollin resisted made her wonder if she were overlooking something. There was no way to know until her power was tested, but before then she would make certain reaching her lair was no easy thing. Her demented mind began to plan; her will kindled magic, making her every thought a reality.


  Though fury burned within her, she smiled wickedly. Even her fear fuelled her power, its frosty wind blew through her, making her quiver uncontrollably as she wielded it. The demon paced, oblivious to her or the danger approaching. Its focus was far away on things Gwendolyn could not see or comprehend. Her concern focused on the Five Kingdoms and the world she would soon bend to her will. She would kill the young wizard, her horde would sweep away any resistance in the north. The Five Kingdoms would be hers alone. That thought was the only thing that warmed her shivering frame. Total domination was her destiny, she had only to reach out and take it.


  


  Chapter 1


  Zollin was so tired his body hurt. Despite the fact that he and Ferno had slept through the day, he was still exhausted. The small grove of trees, and perhaps Ferno’s deep green coloring, had hidden them from the view of any of stragglers from Gwendolyn’s mutated army. Zollin stood at the tree line, looking out across the grassy plains of Falxis. He imagined a herd of wild horses galloping past. The sun turned the sky orange and pink. He wished Brianna were there to see it with him.


  As night fell, Ferno roused slowly. Zollin had decided to wait until the dragon woke on his own. He had foregone building a fire and kept the personal containment around his magic closed tightly. The last thing he wanted was to attract the unwanted attention of the witch’s foul monsters.


  Ferno was hungry, so they took to the sky, scouring the land for something the dragon could eat but nothing larger than small rodents survived on the vast plains. They flew south, toward Osla and the ruins of the Grand City, where Gwendolyn had worked her dark magic and cracked open the earth with some terrible spell. They were still several days away from their destination and Zollin knew they wouldn’t endure much longer without food.


  Hours passed and still there was no sign of any living creature other than the mutated stragglers of the witch’s hideous army. It was an hour before dawn when Ferno finally swooped down toward the bloated corpses of a small herd of sheep.


  “What are you doing?” Zollin asked.


  A mental image of Ferno eating filled Zollin’s mind.


  “What?! Are you really going to eat those sheep? There’s no telling how long they’ve been dead. They’re rotting by now.”


  Ferno’s stomach rumbled in reply and Zollin decided to remain quiet. The sheep had been killed, but not butchered. Their carcasses lay close together, the smell of rotting meat was palpable and turned Zollin’s stomach. Ferno landed near the sheep and Zollin levitated himself away from the starving dragon. Ferno then blasted the carcasses with his fiery breath. The dragon didn’t stop until the wool and blood had been burned away. What was left was burned meat, organs, and bone. Zollin guessed that any parasites or maggots would have been incinerated. The meat was too burned for human consumption, but Ferno gobbled it down.


  “I hope that doesn’t make you sick,” Zollin said.


  Ferno growled playfully and then belched.


  “Okay, let’s get out of here before I have to smell that,” Zollin said.


  They flew to a swift stream not far away. Ferno landed again allowing both dragon and rider to drink. Zollin refilled his canteen and then, moving downstream from Ferno, he pulled off his clothes and bathed in the stream. The sun was rising by the time he finished. He scrubbed the blood and smoke out of his clothes and laid them on the bank to dry in the sun while they slept for a few hours. Zollin knew it was dangerous to sleep out in the open, but they had little choice. He still had a few bites of dried meat in his pack, along with some stale bread. He ate and drank from the stream, then they took to the air again.


  They saw abandoned towns, most had demolished buildings, or structures with roofs caved in by the Leffers. They stopped at one such abandoned village as the sun set. Zollin searched the ruined inn and found some ale that had gone flat, along with stale bread and mouldy cheese. He cut off the mould and toasted the cheese and bread with a touch of his magic. The meal didn’t have much flavor, but it was a welcome change to the meagre supplies in his pack. He wrapped up what remained of the cheese and filled a water skin with ale, before they set off again.


  Ferno flew until midnight. The landscape slowly changed. The green grassy plains of Falxis transitioned into the more arid landscape of Osla. The southernmost kingdom was not a desert, but water was more difficult to find and the temperatures remained high throughout the year. Once they landed, Zollin was surprised to find that it was rather hot despite the late hour. He wondered what Brianna and Quinn were doing? Probably sitting by a fire, trying to stay warm. It was winter and the Walheta mountains would soon be covered with snow.


  They slept until dawn and then resumed their journey. It took five more days to reach their destination, and they decided to wait a few miles from the city for darkness to hide their approach. It was quiet, and Zollin was feeling paranoid. He and Ferno stayed close to one another, watching vigilantly for any sign of threat. The time passed without incident and Zollin couldn’t help but wonder how so much evil could be wielded in such a peaceful place.


  When night fell, they took to the air again; Ferno flew high into the sky where the wind was icy cold and the dark shadows of the city ruins below them blended into the black landscape. Zollin couldn’t see in the dark, but the dragon could so Ferno watched the city for both of them. The beast’s eyes could see farther than an eagle and Ferno studied the ground, sending mental images of what he saw back to Zollin. Many of the buildings in what had once been the Grand City were now little more than rubble. Zollin saw the remains of the tower that had once housed the Torr, the cadre of wizards that had sought to force Zollin into their ranks. All that remained was the circular base of the tower, sticking out of the rubble like broken bone.


  The city was divided by the dark crack in the earth that ran east and west as far as Ferno could see. The crevasse was wider than the broad streets of the once glorious Grand City. Inside the abyss was a darkness that even the dragon’s eyes couldn’t penetrate.


  “There,” Zollin said, visualizing a three story building that was partially destroyed.


  Ferno circled slowly, cautious of any danger. Both dragon and rider felt some horrible monster could come rising out of the abyss at any second. But nothing moved, there was nothing alive in the abandoned city. The top story of the ruined building was one large open room, big enough for Ferno to hide in, despite nearly half the building having been smashed. As Ferno settled into it, the wooden floor groaned and popped. Ferno moved quickly to the stable side of the structure and the building seemed to steady itself.


  “Good job,” Zollin said.


  He climbed slowly down off the dragon’s back. He didn’t want to use even the simplest spell that might alert the witch of his coming, or draw some dark creature from the depths below.


  “I’ll rest here until just before sun up,” he said softly. “Then I’ll make my way down to the crevasse. When the sun rises, I’ll climb down.”


  Ferno looked at Zollin with pleading eyes and Zollin felt the fear and uncertainty from the huge beast.


  “I have to,” Zollin said. “It’s the only way to end this madness. We’ve known that all along. I should have gone before Gwendolyn mutated all those people. I should have stopped her long before. You should go. Fly north again and rejoin the pride.”


  This time Ferno shook his head from side to side and a growl rumbled from his chest. An image of Ferno watching over Zollin while he slept flashed in the wizard’s mind.


  “Fine,” Zollin said. “But you don’t need to stay here once I go down. You know the odds of me returning aren’t good. And if I am able to get out, there won’t be a danger any more. Brianna and the others will need you in the north.”


  Ferno snorted but didn’t respond.


  “Just think about it,” Zollin said. “That’s all I’m asking.”


  He knew the dragon’s stubborn nature would not bend easily. Still, he felt better that he had at least tried to free Ferno from the his natural sense of loyalty. Zollin felt a deep sense of dread about his future. He didn’t want to die, but he didn’t feel there was any choice for him. He had to fight Gwendolyn, he was the only one who could. He had to stop her rise to power, and he had to do it now before she grew any stronger and before her army could destroy the other kingdoms.


  He lay down, wrapping his cloak tightly around his shoulders and tucking his hands beneath his arms. He felt cold, even though the winter night in Osla was as warm as a summer day in Yelsia. He lay down on the rough, wooden floor. Ferno curled around him, keeping watch as Zollin struggled to fall asleep. He knew that sleeping whenever he could was wise. He didn’t expect that he would get a better chance to sleep before his battle with the witch, so he closed his eyes and forced himself to relax.


  In his mind he saw Brianna, the wind fluttering her hair and the sun glinting in her eyes. He had felt nothing but pain since she told him of her plans to marry Prince Wilam. But now that he was facing what he expected to be certain death, thinking of her no longer made him sad. In fact, thinking of Brianna was his only comfort. Her wild beauty, her strong will, her fierce loyalty, all seemed to calm him. She was still loyal to him, after all. She had been forced into accepting the Prince’s offer of marriage, and forced to keep silent about the late King Felix’s treacherous scheme to control her pride of dragons. He knew she loved him and that thought, above all others, gave him comfort; despite the fear that seemed to be gnawing its way into his mind and heart.


  Sleep eventually came, and he rested well. No dreams haunted his sleep. Then Ferno was nudging him. It was almost dawn and Zollin needed to get as close to the abyss as possible while he could still move unseen.


  He climbed slowly to his feet and stretched. He took a moment and leaned into Ferno, stroking the dragon’s long neck.


  “You are a fine, noble dragon,” he said. “And you are my friend.”


  Ferno’s reply was a deep growl and then a hiss that sounded like the word friend.


  “Thank you,” Zollin said.


  Tears stung his eyes, but he held them back. After a few moment of silence, Zollin left the dragon. He took the stairs leading down to the lower levels of the building and made his way outside, weaving through the rubble and debris that littered the city streets. The abyss wasn’t far away and he waited for sunrise behind a broken section of a rock wall. He ate the last of the salted meat from his pack and drank the rest of the ale. He had a full canteen of water left, and a few small loaves of stale bread. As he waited for dawn he went through his pack and discarded everything he didn’t absolutely need, including his long cloak.


  The sun was just peaking over the horizon when Zollin realized the time had come. He looked up into the pale sky overhead. Then, moving quickly so that he didn’t lose his nerve, he ran quickly to the lip of the abyss and started his journey down into the bowels of the earth.


  


  Chapter 2


  Brianna had cried all the tears she thought she had. Flying north with Selix she felt more alone than ever before. She wanted to believe that Zollin would come back to her, that he would somehow survive his battle with the witch, but she knew that was just wishful thinking. She had seen the strength of the sorceress’ army. She couldn’t even fathom the amount of power it must have taken to mutate that many people and hold them under her evil spell. She had seen Zollin do incredible things, but she had seen him exhausted and weak too.


  The thought of returning to the mountains did little to comfort her. She knew that soon Prince Wilam would return. He would be devastated by the news of his father’s murder and would expect her to give him comfort in his grief; but she had no comfort to give. She was empty, broken, little more than a living wraith and completely without hope.


  She had seen the vast army as Selix flew over them. She had wanted to stop and heal Tig, but there was no way to use her fiery powers on board a ship without setting it ablaze. So they flew north, bearing the ill tidings back to the frail lines of defense.


  The trip took three days. Brianna’s grief seemed to leach into Selix, and the mighty golden dragon moved slowly through the clouds. Finally, the landscape below them became familiar, even through Brianna’s blurred vision. She could see the Walheta mountains in the distance. The land below seemed empty, but welcoming.


  “Land here,” Brianna told Selix. “I’m not ready to get back just yet.”


  Selix circled a few times as he descended. Brianna could have just jumped from the massive beast’s back, twirling and skipping on the thermal updrafts and air currents, but the freedom Brianna felt as she moved through the air simply made her too happy. She didn’t want to be happy, she wanted to feel the pain of her grief, to ache from the absence of her greatest love. Zollin was gone and she didn’t want to get over it or put on a brave face. She wanted to die, to simply lay down on the ground, close her eyes, and slip away into the darkness, but that wasn’t an option. She had to go back, to report what had happened and what was coming. If she was going to die, she would die fighting the horrible army the sorceress had unleashed across the land. That way her life would count for something, and her death would have meaning.


  She slid off Selix’s back once the dragon touched down. He growled and shook his head.


  “I want to walk for a while,” she told Selix. “You don’t have to wait on me.”


  An image of Selix walking beside Brianna filled her mind.


  “You’re a good friend.”


  They walked in silence after that. Selix was tired and hungry, but the dragon refused to leave Brianna, even to hunt. Brianna’s legs soon hurt from exertion, her strength leached away by her grief. She cried again, but no tears came. After an hour of slow walking, the remnants of the small village at Walheta’s Gate came into view. The town had been almost completely destroyed by the Leffers—the flying centaur-like creatures with delicate wings which extended from the horse’s flanks like a dragonfly’s wings, and a massive scorpion tail that curled wickedly up behind the creature’s backs.


  The only structure still in good repair was the little village’s feasting hall. It was a long, two story structure that had been the center of the small community. Even though it was almost dark, she could hear Quinn and Mansel still hard at work. Light spilled out of the windows of the large structure and long shadows spread from the piles of rubble that had been the homes and workshops around the small village. Brianna could smell animals and woodsmoke, it gave her a homey, inviting feeling.


  “I’m safe now,” Brianna said to Selix. “Go and hunt. I’ll be here when you return.”


  The dragon nuzzled her with his terrible face, then jumped into the air. She stopped and watched the him fly away. Seeing dragons fly was even more beautiful than seeing horses gallop, she thought to herself. Then she steeled her nerves and turned toward the feasting hall.


  From the shadows a voice rang out.


  “Who goes there?” said a man with a gruff voice.


  “I am Brianna. I am returning with news of the Yelsian forces.”


  “You’re the dragon keeper?”


  “Yes,” she said, not wanting to take the time to correct the soldier’s misconceptions.


  “Alright, you can go in, I suppose.”


  “Thank you.”


  She never saw the man who was hidden in the shadows of the large building. She circled wide and found several more soldiers standing watch near the main entrance. The doors to the feasting hall were open; there was the smell of food cooking and the sound of people talking. She was questioned by the guards outside the hall, but after ensuring that she had no weapons they allowed her inside.


  Brianna stepped into the hall and was surprised to see long rows of tables with simple wooden benches lining both sides of the room. A wide aisle ran down the center of the room, straight to a large fireplace that crackled and popped merrily. She could smell wine and ale along with baking bread and roasting meat. Her stomach growled but she ignored it. There were several groups of men loitering around the large space, most talking in hushed tones. She didn’t recognize any of the men, so she didn’t speak. She could hear the hammering and sawing of men at work up on one of the two rows of guest rooms that stood out over either side of the feasting hall. She followed the sounds up a flight of stairs and discovered Mansel, Quinn, and Nycoll in a small room where they had knocked out the wall to the adjoining room.


  “Brianna!” Quinn said when she stepped in. “You’re back.”


  She nodded.


  “Is Zollin down stairs?” Quinn asked.


  “No, he didn’t return with me.”


  “Nycoll,” Mansel said. “Would you fetch Brianna some wine?”


  Nycoll slipped out of the room.


  “Is he dead?” Quinn asked, his voice stiff.


  “No,” Brianna said. “Zollin lives. We found the King’s Army. King Felix was set on taking the throne of Falxis, but we convinced him to come north.”


  “That’s good news,” Quinn said.


  Brianna didn’t smile.


  “Then one of his generals killed him,” Brianna said flatly.


  “What?” Quinn asked in disbelief.


  “General Corlis cut King Felix down right in front of us and the entire army,” she explained. “The Royal Guard fell in around him. Obviously he had planned to slay the king at some point and had secretly persuaded the guards to support him in usurping the throne.”


  “Bastards!” Quinn said, angrily. “They’re supposed to protect the king, not betray him.”


  “Corlis turned Selix and Tig against us. We fought back and Embyr was slain before we managed to kill Corlis. The other dragons were all injured during the battle. Zollin convinced the army to turn back and return to their ships, so they could sail north and join us here, but the witch’s horde were too close for the army to make a clean escape.”


  “Were they killed?” Mansel asked.


  “No, Zollin and I held them off for as long as we could. The army made it back to the coast and we formed a line of defense, but there were so many monsters that we were nearly overrun.”


  “Was Zollin hurt?” Quinn asked.


  “No, he’s fine.”


  “So why didn’t he return?”


  “Is he escorting the King’s army north?” Mansel asked.


  “No,” Brianna said, looking down at the floor. Her throat felt tight and she wanted to run away, but she knew that Quinn needed to know what his son was doing. “We saw to it the army made it to their ships safely. And then Zollin said he was going south to fight Gwendolyn.”


  “What?” Quinn said. “He’s going alone?”


  “I tried to dissuade him, but he insisted. He’s going down into the underworld to fight her.”


  Quinn groaned and dropped heavily into a chair.


  “Quinn, I tried to go with him, but he left me in the night while I slept.”


  “He didn’t want you to go because he doesn’t think he’ll be coming back, does he?”


  She shook her head, tears filling her eyes once more.


  “Well,” Quinn said. “He’s doing his duty. We had better do ours.”


  “What is our duty now?” Mansel asked.


  “The army will be coming along soon,” Quinn said. “We’ll need to help them if we can.”


  Nycoll returned with wine and several small cups on a tray.


  “Dinner will be ready soon,” she said.


  Mansel and Quinn both took cups. Nycoll handed one to Brianna and poured her wine first. Brianna sipped her drink and closed her eyes.


  “How bad is it?” Quinn asked. “The army we’ll be facing, are they terrible?”


  “They are mutated humans,” Brianna said. “Men and women, their bodies distorted. They have grown unnaturally tall and strong, but the muscles are misshapen and their faces are warped into hideous masks of pain and fear. They seem almost mindless and attack like swarming insects with no thought to their own pain or death.”


  “Gods help us,” Nycoll said.


  “And how many are there?” Quinn asked.


  “More than we could count,” Brianna said. “It must be at least half of the population of Falxis, Osla, and Ortis combined. Literally thousands upon thousands.”


  “How will we fight that many?” Nycoll asked, her fingers gripping her cup so tightly it was starting to shake.


  Mansel put his arm around her, comfortingly.


  “Zollin was hopeful that at least a portion of the witch’s horde of monsters would go to the east around the Sea of Kings and up toward Baskla.”


  “That would certainly be helpful,” Quinn said. “How much time do you suppose we have before they arrive.”


  “A week maybe. They travel through the night and don’t seem to need food or rest, but they’re moving slowly.”


  “Good. We have enough time to prepare then. How long until the King’s army arrives?”


  “A couple more days before they make landfall. Then I would guess two days before they can offload all the men, animals and supplies. They’ll need help getting the supplies here, they didn’t have time to break down the wagons and reload them onto the ships.”


  “That’s cutting it close,” Mansel said. “It won’t do us much good if all the food is on ships and we’ve no way to get it here.”


  “I’ll speak to Jorgyn,” Quinn said. “Perhaps there are more wagons in Green Glen that could be commandeered to form a supply train.”


  “I can send a dragon to see when Prince Wilam will arrive,” Brianna said.


  “He’ll be here tomorrow,” Mansel said. “The cavalry under Commander Hausey arrived yesterday. He said that Wilam and the dwarves shouldn’t be more than two days behind the legion of light cavalry from Felson.”


  “That’s good news at least,” Brianna said, but she didn’t look happy about the news at all; she looked discouraged.


  Quinn put his hand on her shoulder. “Somehow we’ll all manage,” he said, trying to sound comforting. “For now, lets get something to eat and then get some rest. We have a busy day ahead of us tomorrow.”


  Mansel led Nycoll out of the room. Quinn started to follow but when Brianna didn’t get up from her chair he turned back to her.


  “Are you alright?” he asked.


  “I will be.” She tried not to notice the way Quinn’s features reminded her of Zollin. “I just need a little time alone.”


  “Alright, but don’t take too long. You need to eat and a little more wine wouldn’t hurt you, either.”


  She nodded and Quinn closed the door behind him when he left. The room had two lanterns burning, which lit the space where Quinn and Mansel had been working very well. Brianna blew out the one nearest her. She couldn’t help but feel that her world was all in darkness now. Somehow she had to pretend to be happy with Wilam. Under different circumstances she might have let him comfort her, she had in all likelihood lost her best friend after all. But Wilam had lost his father and would be crowned king of Yelsia. He would need her comfort and support, not her grief. She had hoped to have more time before he arrived, but it was foolish not to want him and the dwarves here to fight beside them.


  She stood up and wiped the tears from her eyes. She would go down and eat with the others. She would try to sleep. Perhaps, she thought to herself, things would look better in the morning. She blew out the other lantern, plunging the room into darkness, and she couldn’t help but think that her future was just as dark.


  


  Chapter 3


  Dinner in the feasting hall was tense. The animosity between King Zorlan who had taken up residence in the largest of the refurbished rooms Quinn and Mansel had been working on, and Commander Hausey who had just recently arrived, was palpable. The King whose kingdom was overrun maintained his lavish tastes, while Hausey, who commanded a force of trained soldiers five times as large as Zorlan’s, was austere to say the least. He had taken one of the old rooms for his quarters, with nothing more than a bed and chamber pot.


  Hausey had seen that his men and their horses were taken care of before he saw to his own needs, as was his habit. He was a military man through and through, and although he didn’t know the size or the ferocity of the threat coming against him, he took the danger seriously. The fact that he despised King Zorlan may have stemmed from Zorlan’s invasion into Yelsia, or it may have been the King’s arrogant attitude toward Hausey’s rank. Either way, neither man made any effort to bridge the divide between them.


  When Brianna came downstairs she found two separate groups. King Zorlan and his officers sat at one table, Commander Hausey and his officers sat at another. She wondered briefly how different things would be once the dwarves arrived.


  “Come sit with us,” Mansel said to Brianna, leading her over to Quinn and Nycoll sitting near Commander Hausey.


  She followed and when she approached the table Hausey stood and spoke to her.


  “My lady,” he said with a small bow of his head.


  “That isn’t necessary,” Brianna said.


  “You are the betrothed of our Crown Prince,” Hausey said. “It is only proper that you be treated with deference.”


  “She’s had a long, hard trip, Commander,” Quinn said. “She needs to eat.”


  “May I join you?” Hausey asked.


  “Of course,” Brianna said. “You want news of the King’s army?”


  “Ah, yes,” he said, a little ashamed of his motives.


  “It’s alright commander. I’m afraid the news isn’t good however.”


  She leaned across the table toward Hausey so she could whisper her report.


  “The King is dead,” she said. “King Felix was murdered by General Corlis just outside Luxing City.”


  Hausey’s face was unreadable. He was so silent and still it was as if he had turned to stone before their eyes.


  “The Royal Guard supported Corlis, but Zollin and I defeated him.”


  “Where is the usurper?”


  “He is dead,” Brianna said. “I killed him.”


  “Well...” Commander Hausey said, looking clearly uncomfortable. “That is good news I suppose. Although I would have preferred to look the traitor in the eye when his death sentence was carried out.”


  “Under different circumstances I would have preferred that as well, but there simply wasn’t time. The witch’s army nearly overran our forces. We managed to get the King’s army back to their armada safely enough, but we face a threat unlike anything you can imagine.”


  “So,” Commander Hausey said. “The army is returning?”


  “They are, under the command of General Tolis.”


  “I see,” Hausey nodded in approval. “Tolis is a good man. Does Prince Wilam know the fate of his father?”


  “No,” Brianna said.


  “Then we should go to meet him tomorrow. He will have to take charge of the King’s Army.”


  “Yes,” Quinn said. “We can see to that tomorrow. Brianna can travel on the dragons faster than we can on horseback. She can tell him the news.”


  “Yes,” Hausey said, “of course. I’m sorry if I’ve been rude. I admit I suspected General Corlis of treacherous ambition, but I had no idea he would murder the king.”


  “What’s done is done,” Brianna said. “If King Felix had listened to reason he would be here already, surrounded by loyal men like yourself. We must do all we can to stop the witch’s army, that is our first priority. If we fail, there won’t be a kingdom to worry about.”


  “You’re right, my lady. I will see to it that my men are prepared.”


  “Good,” Brianna said. “I will go to Wilam at first light and bring him here.”


  “Thank you,” Commander Hausey said. “Am I right in assuming we aren’t sharing this information with King Zorlan yet?”


  “Yes,” Brianna said. “I wanted Wilam to know first.”


  “I agree.”


  The meal that followed the quiet conversation was muted and short. Brianna ate quickly and quietly. Nycoll and Mansel whispered to one another and Quinn seemed lost in his own thoughts. He drank more than he ate which made Brianna sad. She knew he was grieving for Zollin. The young wizard had been in dangerous situations before, some almost unimaginable, but none seemed so desperate as his fight with the witch.


  Brianna finished her meal and went to find a place to sleep. Quinn showed her to his own room. There were two small beds, one against each wall of the tiny room. It reminded her of the winter they spent in Brighton’s Gate. They had shared a room then too, and it was almost identical to the one she found herself in now. She laid down on the bed, wrapping herself in the blankets to hide her tears. Quinn had returned to the feasting hall and Brianna could hear the men below her talking in hushed tones, their cups and plates rattling on the long, wooden tables.


  She tried to sleep but she couldn’t. Zollin’s face floated in her mind, serious and sad, just as he had looked when he told her he was going south to face Gwendolyn alone. She had insisted on going with him, but he had left her. He had made the choice to distance himself from her. She had told him she wouldn’t marry Wilam, had tried to convince Zollin that she wanted to be with him alone, but he had sent her back. She felt the rejection deep in her bones and the anguish made it hard to breathe.


  Then she remembered the letters that Zollin had sent with her. She found her small pack of supplies and pulled out the parchment. Each letter was folded neatly and clearly marked with the name of the recipient. She placed them both on Quinn’s bed.


  Two hours later, when Quinn came quietly back into the room with only a candle to light his way, Brianna pretended to be asleep. She watched him through half closed eyelids. He was swaying slightly, obviously drunk. He had drowned his sorrows in wine and now he was coming to sleep it off. She saw when he noticed the letters and sat heavily onto his bed, opposite Brianna. He made a clumsy effort to place his candle in the little sconce on the table near the foot of his bed. She almost got up to help him, but she knew he needed privacy. She felt guilty watching him read what they both guessed were Zollin’s last words to his father.


  Quinn unfolded the letter and leaned toward the candle for more light. He read the letter, wiping the tears that flowed from his eyes as he did so. It took him several minutes to read the short letter. He kept breaking into silent sobs. She couldn’t imagine how he felt. She knew that Zollin’s mother had died during childbirth. Quinn had raised Zollin all by himself, never taking another wife or even showing interest in another woman until he met Miriam just a few short months ago. Now his son was saying goodbye and the very thought of it made Brianna feel cold.


  She watched him fold the letter back up and tuck it into a small flap in his shirt. He blew out the candle and fell back onto his bed. Brianna eventually fell asleep listening to Quinn sniffle.


  She only slept a few hours, her rest haunted with bad dreams. She felt Selix returning and went out to meet the golden dragon just before dawn. The sky was still dark, but the shadows were fading. Selix was tired, but the dragon had feasted on two old dairy cows that were wandering aimlessly through the countryside.


  “We have to find Wilam,” Brianna told him.


  Selix nodded. Brianna knew the dragon needed to rest and she promised herself that after this trip she would insist on it. But for now, they had one more task to complete.


  Brianna jumped up and flipped through the air, landing lightly on Selix’s back, just before the dragon took to the air. They rose up, higher and higher, flying north as the sky lightened and the sun appeared. They flew for over an hour before they finally spotted the long column of dwarves and supply wagons making their way through the western pass of the Walheta mountains.


  Selix dropped quickly toward the pass. Brianna looked for Gyia, but the purple dragon was nowhere in sight. She saw Wilam riding his horse near the rear of the long procession of wagons, men, and dwarves. He looked happy from the air. Three officers rode with him, talking and laughing. A lump of dread formed in her stomach. She wasn’t sure what she wanted from Wilam. Zollin had told her she didn’t have a choice but to marry the prince. She had accepted Prince Wilam’s proposal in front of the entire court at Orrock. Changing her mind would shame her family and make them outcasts throughout the kingdom, but marrying Wilam wasn't fair either. He deserved someone who would make him truly happy and she didn’t think she could do that.


  If Zollin wasn’t in her life, Brianna didn’t think she could ever be happy again.


  Selix roared just before they came swooping down onto a small rise near the pass. Wilam’s stallion and the other horses shuffled nervously, but the experienced riders soon had the horses back under control.


  “Brianna!” Wilam shouted.


  He jumped off the horse, tossing the reins to the man nearest him and raced toward Selix. Brianna slid off the dragon’s shoulder and moved quickly toward Wilam. She had meant to greet him warmly, but he snatched her off her feet, spinning her around and kissed her passionately. She was so surprised she didn’t resist.


  “Oh, I’ve missed you,” he said breathlessly. “It is so good to see you again.”


  “And you, Wilam. But I’m afraid I have bad news.”


  “What is it?” he asked, his face suddenly pinched with worry. “Are we too late? Has Gwendolyn’s army attacked already?”


  “No, the witch’s army isn’t here yet. It’s your father.”


  “What?” There was a note of anguish in his voice she had never heard before.


  “He was killed,” she said. “He took the army south and marched on Luxing City.”


  “King Zorlan killed my father?” Wilam asked in astonishment.


  “No, King Zorlan is in Walheta’s Gate just a few hours from here. King Felix was killed by General Corlis.”


  “That traitorous bastard!” Wilam said, staggering back, but sounding more relieved than upset. “I should have known that snake would strike sooner or later. My father should have seen it, too.”


  Brianna was surprised that he seemed so relieved. Then she realized he had expected her bad news to be an admission that King Felix had forced her into accepting his marriage proposal. She thought Wilam must have been worried sick when she went to find Zollin and didn’t return to him. Jealousy has a way of seeping into the kinks of even the best armor.


  “How did he die?” Wilam asked, his tone more solemn.


  “Corlis struck him down from behind,” Brianna said. “The Royal Guard supported Corlis, but Zollin and I killed him. The army is returning by sea under the command of General Tolis.”


  “You killed Corlis?”


  “Yes.”


  “Already the queen,” Willam said, pulling her close. “And will the army follow me?”


  Brianna reached into her pack and pulled out the crown that had fallen from King Felix’s head and had been worn by Corlis, the usurper. She raised it with both hands and set it on Wilam’s brow. Then she took a step back and dropped to one knee before him. The three officers who made up Wilam’s staff, dismounted and bowed as well.


  “Symon,” Wilam said to one of the officers. “Send word to Bloc that I am flying ahead with Brianna and will meet him this afternoon in Walheta’s Gate.”


  “Aye, my liege,” the officer said.


  “Noruk, Vance, see that the supply train keeps moving. Keep everyone marching until they catch up with me.”


  “You’ll go through a village in the valley,” Brianna said. “There are a lot of refugees there. Keep moving south and you’ll find Walheta’s Gate at the entrance to the pass.”


  “Aye, my lady,” said the two officers in unison.


  “We must go and meet with Commander Hausey,” Wilam said. “Does he know what happened to my father?”


  “Yes,” Brianna said.


  “Can Selix carry us back?”


  “I think so,” Brianna said. “But where is Gyia.”


  “I haven’t seen Gyia in days,” Wilam confided. “We were traveling along together, although I hadn’t been up with Gyia much. Then suddenly I felt her leave. No warning, no explanation.”


  Brianna knew instantly what had happened to the dragon, it had fallen under the control of King Felix. What Brianna didn’t know was how the king had taken control of the dragons or what had become of Gyia since then.


  “What are you thinking?” he asked, noticing her look of intense concentration.


  “Nothing,” she said. “It’s nothing. Are you ready?”


  “When you are,” Wilam said.


  Brianna jumped high into the air, twirling like an acrobat before landing softly on Selix’s broad back. Then the golden dragon lowered his body to the ground and Brianna helped Wilam climb up.


  “The king and I are ready, Selix,” Brianna announced.


  The golden dragon roared and took to the air. Wilam hunched low on the dragon, one hand holding tight to his neck, the other holding tight to the crown which had slipped on his head.


  “I’ll have to get used to wearing this, I guess,” he shouted over his shoulder to Brianna.


  “I’ll have to get used to calling you King Wilam.”


  


  Chapter 4


  Zollin laid on his side for a long time, his feet moving first toward the abyss, then away from it. He wasn’t sure what was so frightening to him. He had been in the dark halls of the dwarves without feeling afraid, but something about the abyss was different. Finally, he swung his legs out over the edge and found divots in which to dig the toes of his boots in the sides of the giant crack in the earth.


  Zollin could feel the dark magic rising up out of the abyss. It was cold and sinister, like waking up from a bad dream that tried to cling to your memory and pull you back into its hideous embrace. He was surprised at how dark it was inside the abyss. He lowered himself, finding hand holds and then slowly moving first one foot down and then the other. He knew he could use his magic and levitate down, but he didn’t want his magic to alert any of the evil creatures that might be hiding in the darkness. It felt good to stretch his muscles and exercise his own physical strength. His hip ached with the effort, and he didn’t want to tire himself too much, but he thought he would rather be physically tired than exhaust his magical strength before he even found the witch’s lair.


  At first the climb was easy, even though he couldn’t see anything. Above him there was a strip of light, but that light didn’t seem to penetrate into the darkness around him. Still, the sides of the abyss were sturdy, dry rock, almost like two puzzle pieces had be pulled apart instead of the earth cracking open.


  Zollin climbed for a while, then stopped to rest whenever he came upon a place with enough space for his feet to support him comfortably. He didn’t know how deep the crevasse was, but he wasn’t in a hurry. He knew that in all likelihood, he wouldn’t survive his confrontation with the evil sorceress. He had already prepared mentally to do whatever it took to stop her, even if it meant dying in the process. Whatever waited for him in the depths below, he would let it come, but he wouldn’t go rushing into it.


  Hours passed and slowly the texture of the wall he climbed down changed. At first the stone felt damp, then it became slick with a thick slime that smelled of rotting flesh. Zollin was forced to slow his pace, check and recheck every hand and foot hold to ensure that he didn’t slip and fall. And as he climbed down through the slime, he began to feel terror. At first it was just a shadow that fell across his mind, but before long the darkness around him didn’t seem like the mere absence of light anymore. It took on a thick, viscus quality in his mind until he felt like he was drowning in it.


  Before long Zollin was shaking. He felt weak. All he could think about was falling into the darkness, of dying alone, forgotten and unwanted. He tried to fight his fear, but before long he simply couldn’t stand the darkness anymore. He tried to tell himself that using his magic wasn’t an option, but his fear only fed the churning of his inner reservoir of power. He could feel the heat growing inside him, swirling and straining to be released. Finally, almost without thinking, he gave in and kindled a flame above his head. The light from the small flame shown down around him.


  He looked down trying to see how far he still had to climb but the small light was swallowed by the darkness before it even reached his feet. He was just about to turn and focus on climbing when something below him caught his eye. Zollin turned his head, twisting against the rocky side of the crevasse, straining to see below. Two bright points of light shone below him.


  At first Zollin felt a sense of relief. He guessed that the lights were at the bottom of the abyss and that some sort of activity below him was taking place. Then the lights flashed off and back on again. Then more lights appeared, always in pairs. At first his mind refused to accept what he was seeing, but as he watched the lights, flashing on and off, he recognized what he saw. Eyes, reflecting the light from his little flame. He couldn’t be sure that he had woken the creatures; perhaps they had been staring at him all along and he just couldn’t see them in the darkness.


  Then the silence, like the darkness, became oppressive. Zollin had trouble breathing, he was panting and sweating and cold at the same time. He turned away from the eyes waiting below him and focused on the wall. He hadn’t looked at the wall since kindling his flame. His first instinct had been to look down, hoping to see an end to his climb. But now he looked at the wall in horror. The wall he thought was covered in slime, was actually covered in dark, red blood.


  Once again he nearly lost his grip. His instinct was to move away from the bloody wall, not cling to it. His heart seemed to skip a beat as his grip trembled on the wall and his center of gravity swung out.


  “No!” he shouted, renewing his grip.


  The word, shouted in a moment of terror, echoed down into the abyss. Zollin looked up but the light above him was weak, merely a line of grayish light that neither cheered him or gave him hope.


  Then he heard a fluttering. Somewhere in his mind the idea of wings registered but that thought was cast out by the screech of the beasts below. Though he feared what he might see, he looked down over his shoulder. The lights were moving, streaking across the darkness below him. Zollin couldn’t stand it anymore and he sent a ball of fire falling down into the darkness, hoping to see what they were. The magical fire fell, casting a dim light onto the walls of the abyss. At first Zollin was cheered by the light, but before the light reached the creatures the sounds of their fluttering wings changed. They were rushing up toward him now. He saw flashes of dark fur, before he closed his eyes and pressed himself against the bloodied wall.


  Zollin raised a magical barrier around his body to protect himself from the creatures just before the first one hit. Zollin felt the blow, as if he were being kicked by a horse. At first the blows came one by one, but it was only a few seconds before the creatures were fighting each other to get to him. His shields held, but the pressure grew intense. Zollin held onto the wall of the Abyss, his magic flowing through him into the shield. He was screaming, but the creatures were shrieking so loudly that he couldn’t hear himself. The creatures looked like huge bats the size of eagles, with thick, leathery wings, pointed ears, and long, vicious fangs. Their teeth were barred and white foamy spittle dripped from their fangs.


  They were in a frenzy to get to Zollin, and seemed enraged that Zollin’s magical shield held them back. It took a moment for Zollin to calm down enough to think clearly. The dark terror still held his mind like it was in the grip of a blacksmith, but he realized that perhaps the creatures were drawn to his light. He extinguished the small flame and almost immediately the creatures’ frenzy seemed to slacken. It still took several minutes for the blows and screeches to stop completely, but soon the attack was over.


  He breathed a sigh of relief, but didn’t drop his shields. The terror of the darkness soon returned, however, bringing with it the certainty that some horrible creature was creeping up out of the darkness below. He had to fight the urge to climb back up and out of the abyss. He stood rooted to the spot on the wall, his arms and legs ached with the effort, and sweat ran down his back though he felt cold. He wasn’t sure how long he stood that way, too frightened to move, knowing the bats were waiting for him below, before he heard the fluttering of wings again. He held tight to the wall, trying not to scream. His teeth were clenched so hard his jaw ached, but the creatures flew right past him. Zollin, realizing they didn’t seem interested in him, looked up. The strip of light above him was gone. He could still climb out of the abyss, the darkness of night was like a sliver of gray in the darkness above him. He could see the large bats flying out, their sheer numbers made the sound of their wings like a roar.


  It took several minutes for all the bats to fly out of the abyss. Zollin was just starting to relax as a sliver of hope sprang to life in his mind, but then his wounded hip suddenly cramped. The pain was excruciating and Zollin lost his hold on the wall. Before his mind could come to grips with what was happening, he slammed into something in the darkness and passed out.


  


  Chapter 5


  Zollin’s left shoulder hurt. At first that was all he knew. His eyes could only open slightly, but there was nothing to see. His right arm was very cold. All his senses were slowly returning and he remembered falling. He couldn’t believe he’d survived a fall to the bottom of the abyss. He tried to move but his neck ached terribly. His right arm was hanging over a rough ledge. He slowly pulled it up and held it close to his body hoping to warm it up.


  He groaned as he turned over onto his back. He had landed on his left side and he could feel the wall close beside him. He let his magic explore his body. He was bruised and sore, but not injured. Then he let his magic explore the space immediately around his body. He was on a small ledge on the side of the abyss. It was larger than anything he’d come across on his climb so far and he felt relatively safe there.


  He forced his eyes open. It was strange to open his eyes and see nothing but blackness. It made his eyelids feel heavy, made opening them feel somehow strenuous. He turned his head, craning to see the sky above. He could tell that it was still night, or perhaps the next night. He really had no way of knowing how long he had been unconscious. He had forced himself to climb down into the abyss for what seemed like hours and had spent more time clinging to the wall after the huge bats attacked him. He was tired, he knew that much. Tired and thirsty.


  He reached for his pack. It had been slung over his shoulder and around his neck as he climbed down. Now it was on his stomach. He opened the flap and found his canteen. It was still intact and nearly full. He sipped some of the lukewarm contents, then closed his eyes again.


  When he woke up next his body was aching from lying on the cold stone, but his joints felt less sore. He started to roll over and then remembered he was lying on a narrow ledge. He felt around with his hands until he was certain where the edge of his small perch was. He levered himself up, resting his back against the wall and letting his legs hang over the ledge.


  He drank more water and ate some of the stale bread in his pack. He had no idea how long it would take to find Gwendolyn, so he made himself ration the water. He was still very tired, but he could see the weak strip of light high above his head. It was day and that meant the bats were probably back. He used his magic to heat the stone around him and did his best to rest. He would wait until nightfall and then continue his journey. Night and day meant nothing in the all consuming darkness of the abyss.


  He had no concept of time, but he spent the day thinking of Brianna. He could see her in his mind, standing in the glorious sunshine, her head tilted back as she laughed. He could almost hear her voice. The thought made tears sting his eyes. He felt a sense of depression come over him. By the time night fell he was nearly catatonic. He didn’t even raise his magical defenses when the bats flew past him for the night. He felt the air, normally stagnant, whipping around as the bats flew by. He drew his legs up to his chest and waited, almost hoping that the beasts would attack him and end his misery, but they merely fluttered past him.


  He had planned on continuing his climb down once the bats left the abyss, but he couldn’t conjure up the energy do anything but sit and wait to die. Time became a blur. His body slowly grew weak. Days passed, marked by the coming and going of the bats. Zollin stopped eating, he barely had the will to take a few sips from his canteen as the hours past. He slept longer and longer, although he had no real way to keep track of time. He felt his life slowly ebbing away.


  Finally he fell into a deep sleep. He dreamed, although he couldn’t see anything in his dream; the darkness of the abyss had invaded even there. He felt turmoil around him and a sense of urgency, although he didn’t know what was happening or what he needed to do. The sense of urgency grew stronger and stronger. Then he began to hear a voice, it was familiar but he couldn’t place it. The voice was weak at first, he couldn’t make out the words and trying to understand it was so hard. He didn’t really want to try. He just wanted to be left alone, to sink into the darkness and disappear forever. But the voice grew louder, it seemed to come closer and closer to him. Finally he could make out the words.


  Help me, Zollin. You have to help us.


  He frowned. How could he help anyone, he wondered. He was alone in the darkness, lost in the underworld. He couldn’t help anyone, he couldn’t do anything. He frowned, but the voice kept insisting.


  Time is running out. You have to help, Zollin. Please.


  The voice was familiar, but he was having trouble placing it. Not recognizing the voice was even more worrisome than what the voice was saying. He tried to think but his mind was so sluggish. He tried to concentrate, but the effort was so hard. Then, out of the blue it hit him. Brianna! The voice belonged to Brianna.


  The words started to make sense too. He needed to do something to help her. To help all the people he cared about, but he couldn’t remember what it was he needed to do.


  “What do you want me to do?” he said, his mouth feeling strange as he formed the words, his own voice sounding strange to his ears.


  Help us, Zollin.


  “How?” he cried out. “I don’t know how.”


  Save us.


  “I will,” Zollin said.


  In his dream he staggered to his feet. For a moment the world seemed to stretch, even though he couldn’t see anything, he could feel it. It was as if someone had picked up the world and was shaking it.


  Then Zollin woke up. He remembered his mission to find and stop Gwendolyn. Fear and self loathing for his own weakness stabbed at his heart until abruptly he realized he was falling. In his panic he released the boiling cauldron that was his magic. He felt the walls racing past him as he fell and he slowed his descent dramatically; the strain made him cry out, his voice echoing off the walls.


  The darkness seemed to squeeze him again, trying to beat him down mentally. He felt it trying to ooze back into his mind, but he pushed it out. He was so sick of the darkness that almost without thinking he produced a pure white light. There was no flame, just light, his magic radiating out of him and shone across the walls of the abyss. He looked down, but the depths of the abyss seemed to stretch on endlessly. The strain of levitating himself in his weakened state was starting to make him tremble. He glided over to the wall and found a place where he could support himself. The light, although only shining on the gloom of the dark abyss, made him feel better almost immediately. He wasn’t sure how long he had gone without food but he was suddenly ravenous. Unfortunately, although he still had food in his pack, he wasn’t secure enough on the wall to eat.


  Slowly be began to climb down again, but his hands were shaking. He forced his mind to concentrate on the climb, but soon he was slipping. His grip felt so weak. He looked anxiously over both shoulders but there were no more ledges, no places to stop and rest.


  Then, without warning, both feet slid out of the tiny crack they were wedged against. His grip held him for a second before he was falling again, only this time he bounced along the wall. He used his magic to push himself away from it, the heat inside him from his magic almost causing physical pain. He knew he had to slow his descent. His light was dimmer than before, but he could still see the walls of the abyss racing past. He used his magic to slow his fall, but he didn’t try to stop it anymore. Holding himself aloft was too much of a strain and it was counter productive to what he wanted to accomplish. He needed to get to the bottom of the giant crack in the earth, and falling was the fastest way to do it.


  He slowed his descent whenever he felt his fall was growing too fast, but he knew that stopping himself before he got hurt was going to be difficult. He had grown too physically weak to control his magic. His mind flashed back to the arduous training Kelvich had put him through the winter they spent in the old sorcerer’s cottage in the Northern Highlands. At first Zollin had resented the work, especially when he felt that accomplishing most tasks was simple when he used his magic. But Kelvich had insisted and Zollin had been hungry to know as much about his gift as he could, so he obeyed and eventually the physical work paid off. His magic was strong, but wielding it could take a heavy toll on his physical strength. Now, as he fell, he couldn’t help but wonder if he would have the strength to stop his descent before it killed him.


  The end of the fall happened quickly. He was letting his magical senses out, trying to feel the bottom of the cavern floor with his magic before it was too late. But once he felt it, there was so little time to stop his fall that the best he could do was slow it down. He landed, hitting the bottom of the abyss with enough force to break bones. But the floor of the abyss wasn’t stone, at least not what he had felt with his magic. He fell into a thick sludge that gave way beneath him. He lay in the black, tarry substance wondering what had saved him from injury and maybe even death, when the smell hit him. Bat dung, he realized. He was laying in a thick layer of bat dung.


  He did a quick check and despite some cuts and bruises from tumbling against the wall, he was unharmed. He struggled to get to his feet, but his boots sank into the guano. His impact had sent the thick sludge flying in all directions, making a crater. He could tell the layer of bat droppings was eight or nine feet deep. He wasn’t sure how he was going to move through the guano, but for the moment he was satisfied to sit and eat. He knew he had to be careful not to eat too much of the stale bread in his pack. It was all the food and water he had. His stomach had shrivelled after days with no food, so it only took a little to fill him up. He felt better almost immediately, even though he knew he would need to eat again soon, but his first priority had to be getting out of the mire he found himself in. And he knew that wouldn’t be easy.


  * * *


  “Of course I have felt him,” Gwendolyn said to the fiery spirit who paced in front of her. “The wizard can not hide his power from me now.”


  “He comes to destroy you,” the demon said. “Are you not frightened?”


  “Of what? I drove him away once before and now I’m much more powerful.”


  “But the human won’t be bested so easily this time. And your powers are divided.”


  “Controlling the army doesn’t tax me. I can squash this wizard like a bug, assuming he can even find me.”


  “You are arrogant,” the demon scolded.


  “You have made me so,” Gwendolyn said coldly. “Nothing can stop us now. Our power is too great.”


  “The old one still lives, but for how long? His power is like a flickering candle. It could be snuffed at any time.”


  “Do not concern yourself with my old master,” Gwendolyn said. “He has much more suffering to endure before I shall let him die.”


  “And what of the dragons?”


  “You worry over much. Your name means Destroyer, but perhaps I should call you the Worrier.”


  “Do not mock me, Sorceress!”


  “And do not try to frighten me,” Gwendolyn shouted. “I shall swat the wizard down like a mosquito, his power is nothing to me.”


  “The great ones fell because they over reached,” the demon warned.


  “I am not over reaching. Three of the Five Kingdoms are toppled. My army shall overrun any resistance the last two kingdoms may send against us. Then we shall open the portal permanently and bring all the immortals under our control. We will unleash terror and destruction across the other realms of this world and become gods.”


  “I hope you are right,” the demon said, shivering at the thought of so much power.


  “I am right,” Gwendolyn said. “No man shall live on this world while I rule.”


  


  Chapter 6


  Snow began to fall as they flew over the Green Glen valley. Soft, white flakes drifted down, turning the world white. Brianna couldn’t help but think of how beautiful everything looked. She could feel Wilam shivering behind her. She was cold too, but perhaps his trembling came from grief, or the weight of an entire Kingdom that now sat on his shoulders. His hands gripped her sides in a familiar way, a fact that annoyed her now. She didn’t know what he would expect or how she would respond to his advances. She didn’t want to hurt him and with Zollin gone she had no reason not to marry him, but she couldn’t think of love and tenderness with so much pain in her heart.


  They flew through the pass, Selix flying only twenty feet above the road. Part of Brianna wanted the trip to last all day, but before she knew it they were out of the mountains and circling the tiny village of Walheta’s Gate. They could see the cavalry that had arrived with Commander Hausey. He had spread his men out on either side of the village and they were busy setting up shelters and gathering wood for fires. Selix landed gracefully in the wide clearing in front of the town’s feasting hall.


  Brianna didn’t move from Selix’s back at first. Wilam, still holding the crown of Yelsia on his head scrambled down. Commander Hausey, along with Quinn and Mansel, came from inside the feasting hall to greet their new king.


  “My Lord,” Hausey said bowing.


  Quinn and Mansel bowed as well, but they didn’t speak.


  “I’ve heard the news about your father,” Hausey said. “I’m sorry.”


  “Yes, well, we can mourn him when all this is over.”


  “I await your orders sir?” Hausey said.


  “For now, we need to gather our forces and determine our strategy.” Wilam's voice was firm. “I would prefer to do that near a large fire.”


  “Yes, my lord, this way.”


  Hausey led Wilam into the feasting hall.


  “Are you coming down?” Quinn asked Brianna.


  She wanted to say no, but couldn’t think of a good reason. She nodded and Quinn waited with Mansel.


  “Now you can rest, my friend,” Brianna said quietly to Selix.


  The dragon growled softly.


  “It might be better if the dragons didn’t stay too near the horses,” Mansel said.


  “He’s right,” Quinn said. “Will that be a problem?”


  “No,” Brianna said. “The dragons prefer solitude. Do not go too far though,” she said to Selix.


  She slid off his back and Selix waited until they had moved far enough away that his huge wings couldn’t reach them. He flapped his wings and rose slowly in a swirl of snow.


  “We should go inside,” Quinn said. “They may need some rational people to keep the peace.”


  The three of them walked into the hall and were immediately met by shouting.


  “I’ll not be ordered about like a servant,” King Zorlan snarled.


  “He’s the King of Yelsia,” Hausey shouted back. “You’ll show him the respect he deserves.”


  “He’s no king,” Zorlan said, his fat lips twisting into a sneer. “I’m the only king in this hall.”


  “My father was killed, recently,” Wilam said, his voice low and menacing. “Keep this up and you’ll join him.”


  “You’re the king of a fallen kingdom,” Hausey shouted. “If it weren’t for Yelsia you’d be dead by now, or worse.”


  “The Kingdom of Falxis will not be subject to Yelsia,” Zorlan roared.


  “You’ll be put out in the cold if you don’t honor King Wilam,” Hausey shouted back.


  “Enough!” Quinn shouted, louder than everyone. “Enough fighting,” he said more quietly once the hall had settled. “We have a common enemy to deal with first. Then you can fight each other or jump head first in a dung heap for all I care, but Zollin brought this group together and we’ve worked hard to make it a place of cooperation. I’ll not have fighting in this hall.”


  “Who are you to speak to me this way?” King Zorlan snapped. “You hold no rank, no title. I am the sovereign ruler of Falxis and you are all in my Kingdom. I will have the final say in this alliance.”


  “No you won’t,” Quinn said. “The Walheta mountain range has always been neutral territory, shared by both Falxis and Yelsia. And I may not have a title or rank, but my son is the wizard who has saved both your lives. He is the author of this alliance and although he isn’t here, his purpose was the cooperation of many kingdoms for the common good. In this hall, you are all equal, be you man or dwarf, king or pauper.”


  “My men could cut you all to ribbons right now,” Zorlan threatened.


  “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Mansel said, drawing his sword as he stepped forward.


  Mansel wore no armor or uniform. He wore tall riding boots, thick wool pants and a simple shirt with a padded leather vest over his thick barrel chest. The sword Zollin had transmuted from lumps of raw steel, was long and straight. It had a two-handed grip and a glossy black stone in the cross guard. Together, Mansel and his sword were an imposing sight.


  “One man?” Zorlan scoffed.


  “Two men,” Brianna said softly coming up between Mansel and Quinn. “One woman, and a pride of dragons.”


  A roar shook the ground. It was so loud many of the armored soldiers took unsteady steps backward. King Zorlan couldn't help but cower slightly and even King Wilam looked concerned.


  “In this hall there will be peace,” Quinn said. “We must work together if we’re going to defeat the witch’s army.”


  “I’ll not be ordered about like a child,” Zorlan said, sounding exactly like a petulant child, his voice cracking just a little bit.


  “No, you will be treated with honor,” Quinn assured him, “and given an equal say in all decisions.”


  “But he isn’t equal,” Wilam said. “He has less than two hundred soldiers. He brings nothing but strife to this council.”


  “That’s not exactly true,” Quinn said. “Don’t you see we need each other? It is true that the Falxis' forces were devastated, but a king must be more than his army. King Zorlan has a wealth of experience, both as a ruler and as someone who has faced our common enemy.”


  “The witch bested him once,” Wilam said, taunting.


  “And I bested you,” King Zorlan shot back.


  “And now we must all work together or die,” Quinn said. “There will be no quarter given this time, not for king or commoner. We must stop the sorceress’ army or there will be no more kingdoms or kings. Everything we have ever known will be lost.”


  “He’s right,” Commander Hausey said, speaking to King Wilam, but loud enough that everyone could hear. “We have to work together.”


  “I can set my grievances aside until this ordeal is over,” Wilam said.


  “Fine,” King Zorlan said.


  “Good,” Quinn said. “My king, let me show you to your quarters.”


  Quinn led Wilam upstairs.


  “You think this is going to work?” Mansel whispered to Brianna.


  “It has to,” she said with a sigh. “We have no other choice.”


  Brianna was tired and she settled into a corner of the large feasting hall. Quinn and Mansel were busy making adjustments for the dwarves to the tables and one of the renovated guest rooms. Nycoll brought her a mug of cool ale. She sipped it appreciatively. Nycoll sat beside her but didn’t speak. Both women watched as soldiers hurried around the feasting hall. Finally, Brianna broke the silence.


  “Is it just me, or does it seem like King Zorlan is up to something?”


  “Who knows what kings do,” Nycoll said. “I for one would rather be someplace less important.”


  “Me too,” Brianna said. “I never would have dreamed of this when I was younger.”


  They sat in silence for a while longer.


  “I wish I had something to keep me busy,” Nycoll said. “I’ve organized all the supplies and cleaned. Now I just feel like I’m in the way.”


  “Perhaps Mansel should take you into Yelsia. You deserve some peace.”


  “No,” Nycoll said firmly. “I won’t take him away from this. I let my discomfort keep him from his place in the world once. He was willing and I know that if I asked him now he would take me away again, but that is not his destiny. I just wish my fate wasn’t to watch the men I love die.”


  “Mansel isn’t going to die,” Brianna said. “He’s more capable than any man I’ve seen with a sword.”


  “But skill with a sword won’t keep him alive forever,” Nycoll argued. “It only carries him into the heart of the fight.”


  “I’m sure things will work out,” Brianna said, although she didn’t believe what she was saying.


  “My place is to be here for him now. This is his hour. I shall make his life as comfortable as I can and savor every moment with him that I have left.”


  Tears stung Brianna’s eyes. She wished she could say the same thing about Zollin, but it was too late. He had left her in pain, feeling betrayed. He had been betrayed, she realized. He had been faithful and she had not. She couldn’t help but think her actions had driven him to his desperate act.


  Soon the smells of roasting meat and baking bread wafted from the kitchens. Brianna’s stomach growled in anticipation, but she knew it would be some time before dinner was served. When Nycoll went upstairs to check on Mansel and Quinn, Brianna decided to go for a walk. She felt odd as she paced around the small village that was suddenly bustling with people and horses. The soldiers were scavenging through the remains of the town; some sought timber from the broken down houses and shops, others combed through the destruction looking for anything of value. She felt the eyes of the soldiers on her, but didn’t worry about them. They were free to stare, she thought, although all they would see was a broken young woman wrapped in a thick cloak to keep the snow from soaking her clothes.


  The snow storm continued, piling the frosty white flakes over half a foot high upon the ground. Brianna felt the dragons close by, they were gathering on the summit of a nearby mountain. She called out to them and felt a large pride. Selix was there, as were most of the dragons that had come south with Zollin. They were a playful bunch and none seemed to mind hunting or scouting for Brianna. Selix was resting, but the big golden dragon sent her a mental image of the view from the mountain top. She saw Walheta Gate and the sprawling line of soldiers to either side of the village. The rolling foothills spread out beyond the village. Everything was white and peaceful, in direct contrast to her heart which was in constant turmoil.


  Oh, Zollin, she thought, why are you always so far away.


  She turned back toward the feasting hall; smoke rose from the massive stone chimney. At the door she was met by one of Wilam’s officers. Commander Hausey and his staff were now King Wilam’s closest advisors.


  “Lady Brianna,” the man said, his face a mask to hide his true feelings. “Lord Wilam requests your presence.”


  Brianna nodded and followed the soldier. Her chaperone wore dress armor. He was obviously from a noble family and Brianna guessed that he didn’t like the idea of his King marrying a common girl. The fact that Brianna was anything but common probably didn’t factor into his mind at all. Brianna could have roasted him in his fancy armor, she could have called down dragons to rip him to shreds, but none of those thoughts made her happy. He saw things from only one point of view, she realized. Her own viewpoint had broadened over the last year. She should be grateful to Zollin for that, but even the merest thought of Zollin was painful so she pushed the thought away. She owed as much to Quinn who had loved her unconditionally, and to Wilam for that matter, for helping her to see things from a larger point of view.


  She followed the soldier up the stairs and into a room. Brianna was impressed with the work Quinn and Mansel had done on such short notice. The feasting hall had once had small guest rooms lining either side of the long building. Each side had its own stairs and a long balcony that looked over the center of the hall. Quinn and Mansel had knocked out the wall between two rooms to make one large anteroom and then added a door into a small room with a bed. Wilam was seated on a crudely fashioned chair that had obviously been repaired by Quinn or Mansel. Most of the feasting hall’s furnishing had been smashed and chairs were in high demand outside of the long bench seats lining the tables downstairs. The other soldiers, including Commander Hausey, stood around their king.


  “Brianna,” Wilam said with a smile. “Where did you go?”


  “I was just out for a walk,” Brianna said, pulling off the heavy cloak which was soaked with melting snow.


  “Bring Lady Brianna a towel and a blanket,” Wilam ordered.


  The soldiers looked at one another. They were all officers and none seemed pleased to be doing the work normally left to servants.


  “I’m fine,” she said.


  There was a glow from Brianna’s skin as she let the barest hint of fire spring up on her face and head. The officers nearly stumbled over one another trying to get away from Brianna. Steam rose from her wet hair and the men closest to her could feel the heat radiating off her.


  “I’m always taken aback when you do that,” Wilam said.


  “Sorry,” Brianna said, letting the flame die.


  “We have much to talk about,” he continued. “General Hausey, you and your men are dismissed. I’ll meet you in the hall soon for dinner.”


  “Yes, my Lord,” Hausey said. Then he offered his new king a slight bow and Brianna the barest hint of a smile, before leading his men from the room.


  “How do you like our quarters?” Wilam asked her.


  “Our quarters?” she asked in surprise. “You want me to stay here with you?”


  “Why not?” he said, standing up and moving close to her for the first time. He put his arms around her and pulled her close.


  “We are pledged to be married, after all. There’s no sense in waiting. There’s little enough comfort to be found here. We shouldn’t waste the pleasure of being together.”


  “It isn’t right,” Brianna said. “We are pledged, but not married.”


  “I am King. I say what is right and wrong.”


  “Don’t let that crown ruin you. Just because no one has the courage to tell you something is wrong doesn’t make it right.”


  “A wedding is nothing more than words. If you want someone to speak words over us, I’ll see to that immediately.”


  “No, Willam. Not like this. Not now.” Tears spilled from her eyes. “My heart is broken.”


  “You don’t love me,” he said, turning from her.


  “I do love you,” she said, rationalizing that her affection for Wilam was real even if it wasn’t like her love for Zollin. “But I have lost my best friend.”


  “I will be your best friend,” he said, turning back to her. “I will be devoted to you my entire life.”


  “I know you will,” she said, compassionately. “But I’ve been through so much recently. Seeing your father killed. Fighting the witch’s army. I just can’t imagine getting married now. Besides, my family would be crushed if all their plans for our wedding were ruined by a simple ceremony now.”


  “Fine, we shall have a triumphant wedding when we return to Orrock. But for now, this is where you belong.”


  He bent his head and kissed her. She returned the kiss but couldn’t keep the tears from spilling down her checks.


  “What is wrong my love?” he asked.


  “Aren’t you bothered that your father was killed?”


  “Of course I am,” he said, annoyance pinching his forehead as he spoke. “But I didn’t kill my father. If anything it was his own fault. He refused to listen to us. Instead he schemed with that usurper Corlis and nearly lost the entire Yelsian army. If not for you, my love, all would be lost.”


  “But he was your father.”


  “He was, but he wasn’t a good father. I have always loved him, always tried to please him, but you saw how he treated me. It was as if I was his rival just waiting for my chance to take the crown from him.”


  “It’s just so difficult for me,” she said.


  “You loved Zollin,” Wilam said, coldly.


  “Of course I did,” she said. “I was promised to marry him. I broke his heart when I told him I changed my mind.”


  “But surely he wouldn’t begrudge you for choosing to be queen of Yelsia.”


  “No,” Brianna said. “He didn’t begrudge me, or you, but he did leave me. I can’t help but feel he went to fight Gwendolyn because I broke his heart.”


  “If he truly loved you he would want what is best for you,” Willam said, turning and looking out the window. “Going to fight the witch was his duty. I’m sure he was happy to do it. He’ll be remembered as a hero.”


  “I’d rather have my friend than a memory of a hero,” Brianna said.


  “Oh, my darling. Surely you see that he couldn’t stay with you. What would people think? It wouldn’t be right.”


  “But at least I would know he was okay. I could move on without regret.”


  “You have nothing to regret,” Wilam said. “I am king of Yelsia and you shall be my Queen. Let us not speak of it anymore tonight. We shall go down and have our dinner, then we can retire and begin our lives together.”


  Brianna wanted to argue but she knew it was useless. She wanted to tell Wilam that he had changed. He seemed jubilant that his father was dead, when he should be grieving. Instead, he seemed like a child who has just gotten everything he ever wanted. Brianna knew there would be no resisting him. If she was going to convince Wilam her feelings were sincere she would have to give herself to him. As they walked down the wooden stairs she felt as if she would faint. She desperately needed some way to change the king’s mind and quickly.


  


  Chapter 7


  The feasting hall was filled with hushed voices, like mice scurrying through the walls. The soldiers sat in tight groups keeping their voices low. King Zorlan was surrounded by men, none of them talking as their king ate. Quinn, Mansel, and Nycoll ate separately as well, and Brianna wanted to go to them but she was forced to stay with Wilam. She knew she had to act the part of the loving wife, even if all she wanted was to be alone with her grief.


  Wilam’s men greeted him. Commander Hausey, recently promoted to General, stood and made room at the table for them. Two women had been brought into Walheta’s Gate to prepare food for the men staying in the feasting hall. They served the food as well, bringing out plates of steaming food and placing them before Wilam and Brianna.


  “So, what do we do now?” asked one of the officers with General Hausey.


  “That is for our king to decide,” Hausey said.


  “We need to form a strategy,” Wilam said. “Defending this much land against an army that out numbers us so drastically will be difficult.”


  “We need more information,” Hausey said. “And we need a better idea of the lay of the land.”


  “The dragons can scout,” Brianna said, not looking up from the food she wasn’t eating. She stirred the food around on her plate, but couldn’t find her appetite.


  “That’s right,” Willam said. “They can give us a lay of the land, find out when the main force of our army will arrive and how much time we have to prepare for the enemy.”


  “We should get started immediately,” Hausey said. “I suppose we must include King Zorlan in our plan making.”


  “As much as I hate to admit it,” Wilam said. “We do. We must also wait for the dwarves. They will be here sometime tonight.”


  “You would do well to include Quinn and Mansel in your deliberations,” Brianna said. “They are good men.”


  “Yes, I owe them both my life,” Wilam said. “Once we finish eating I shall speak to them.”


  Brianna managed to eat a little. She sipped at the ale and remained quiet through the rest of the meal. Wilam listened more than he spoke. The officers around General Hausey were jovial as only experienced warriors can be before a battle. The General however was more reserved, taking his cue from his king. Brianna was a little surprised that Hausey was so completely loyal to Wilam. Not that she thought he was a traitor, but he had always seemed a man with strong opinions who strictly adhered to the rules of order. She had assumed the General would need a proper coronation and proof that King Felix was really dead before pledging his fealty to Wilam. But of course Hausey had known General Corlis, so perhaps that had been enough to make Brianna’s story plausible.


  They had finished supper and were well into their cups when the door opened and the dwarves entered the feasting hall. Bloc, King of Dwarves, was accompanied by Hammert and Jute. The three dwarves stood before the door, their long beards looking more like icicles, and their normally pale skin was rosy from the cold.


  Wilam stood and hurried toward the dwarves.


  “My friends,” he said loudly. “It is good to see you again. Come in and warm yourselves by the fire.”


  Hammert followed Wilam toward the large hearth where a bright fire danced over the thick logs, while Bloc and Jute made their way over to where Quinn sat with Mansel and Nycoll. Brianna saw the look of thinly concealed surprise on Quinn’s face. She thought he must not be a good liar, but it only made her respect him more.


  “You must be Quinn, the father of Zollin the Wizard,” Bloc said, bowing low before Quinn.


  “I... I am,” Quinn said, getting rapidly to his feet.


  “Your son is a friend of the dwarves,” Bloc said. “We would honor you as his elder. Your son is a good man and we are fortunate to count him among our allies.”


  “Thank you,” Quinn said, his voice cracking as he spoke. “That means more to me than you could know.”


  Bloc bowed low again, but Jute stepped up to Mansel.


  “I suppose you’ve been trying to drink all the ale before I arrived, southlander.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Mansel said. “I want a rematch.”


  “Good,” bellowed Jute. “Maybe you’ll give me some competition this time.”


  Mansel and Jute both laughed and everyone moved closer to the fireplace. Food was brought out for the dwarves who ate ravenously, except for Bloc. King Zorlan was introduced and the benches rearranged so planning for the invasion could begin.


  “King Zorlan,” Wilam said, “this is King Bloc of the dwarves, and his counsellors Jute of the Yel clan, and Hammert of the Jaq clan.


  “It is an honor to meet you,” Bloc said.


  “Likewise,” Zorlan said, failing to conceal the contempt from his voice.


  “And it seems the rumors are true,” Bloc said, turning back to Wilam. “Your father was murdered and you have taken up his crown.”


  “Yes,” Wilam said. “Brianna was there and she saw what happened.”


  “The Fire Spirit is held in great esteem by our people,” Bloc said, bowing to Brianna.


  “And the dwarves are held close to my heart as well,” she replied. “I am glad you are here.”


  “As are we, but we had hoped to see Zollin at this council. We have come at his request.”


  “My son,” Quinn said, “has taken the fight to the witch that enchanted the army marching north. It is his hope and ours, that if he can defeat her they may not pose a threat to us any longer.”


  Bloc nodded, considering this news.


  “I propose that we let Brianna tell us as much about our enemy as she can remember,” Wilam said.


  No one was opposed so Brianna did her best to describe the mutated army the evil sorceress had sent against them.


  “They are a great number,” Brianna began, “more than could be counted. They are larger than Mansel and very strong, but not bright. They come forward like a wave, walking over their dead without care for their own safety.”


  “So they are mindless?” King Zorlan asked.


  “Not completely,” Brianna said. “They are like people sleep walking. They can avoid danger and navigate obstacles, but they attack and never defend. They do not plot strategy or make coordinated attacks. They must rely on their great numbers to eventually overwhelm us.”


  “When will they arrive?” Bloc asked.


  “In about a week,” Brianna said. “I’ll send out dragons to scout the enemy at first light.”


  “And are we expected to hold the enemy back from the entire mountain range?” Bloc wondered aloud.


  “No,” King Zorlan answered. “It should be enough to guard the passes and perhaps the coast. We’ll need lines of communication though, enough to cover the distance between the two passes.”


  “I can provide that,” General Hausey said. “We’ll assign our fastest riders to cover the distances.”


  “Good,” said Wilam. “It is my understanding that my army will make land fall in a couple of days. Then we shall have the numbers to hold both positions, but I think it would be more prudent to prepare a series of planned attacks well in front of the mountain positions.”


  “You mean hit them and fall back?” Hausey asked.


  “Yes,” Wilam said. “I’m sure that if we staged an open assault on even ground we would be overcome, but it won’t hurt us to slow their progress and thin their numbers a bit before they reach the mountains.”


  “We shouldn’t divide our forces,” King Zorlan said. “We should dig in and commit all our efforts to defending the mountains.”


  “Both strategies are good,” Quinn said. “I would think that the light cavalry from Felson could carry out the staged attacks and buy enough time that the rest of us could get more accomplished without them than we could if they stayed. Besides, their horses won’t be of much use once the enemy reaches the mountains.”


  “And what do you know of warfare?” King Zorlan said. “You are a carpenter if I’m not mistaken. These decisions are for kings and warriors, not cabinet makers.”


  Quinn chuckled softly but Brianna could see the anger gathering like storm clouds on Mansel’s face. The dwarves were offended as well.


  “The dwarves have come to a council of war where everyone is equal,” Bloc said. “Is that not the case.”


  “I am the senior ruler here,” Zorlan spouted. “I shall have command of the army. We are fighting in my kingdom and it is only right that I-”


  “Don’t start that again,” Wilam said loudly, cutting him off in mid sentence.


  “How dare you interrupt me.”


  “I shall send you packing if you don’t keep quiet,” Wilam said.


  “Is that a threat?”


  “Enough!” Brianna shouted.


  Suddenly a ring of fire roared up around the group of kings and soldiers. Wilam and Zorlan fell silent.


  “This council is equal!” Brianna stated loudly. “Each ruler will command his own forces in cooperation with the others and no one, be he king or carpenter, shall dishonor those gathered here. We have all lost people we love and cherish in this fight. We shall lose even more if we don’t work together. Is that clear?”


  King Zorlan looked at Brianna defiantly until flames sprang up from her hands.


  “Alright,” he said angrily. “Alright, we shall stand as equals.”


  The fire disappeared from Brianna’s hands and the ring of flames died down around them. The soldiers looked shocked while Mansel and Quinn did their best to hide their laughter. Brianna had always been bold and outspoken, but now her power over fire made her all the more potent in dealing with stubborn people.


  “I can’t force you all to agree with each other,” Brianna said. “You must come to agreement on your own, but no opinion shall be excluded in this hall. We need each other now more than ever. We must work together.”


  “There is bad blood between Falxis and Yelsia I see,” Bloc said.


  “Nothing that can’t be settled when all this is over,” Wilam said.


  “There is nothing to settle,” Zorlan said. “I propose that I take command of the Eastern Pass, while Wilam commands the Western Pass.”


  “That could work,” General Hausey said, “as long as we have a coordinated plan of attack.”


  “It would do no good to fight valiantly at one pass only to be defeated at the other,” Mansel said.


  “Thank you for stating the obvious,” King Zorlan said. “It is still a sound strategy.”


  “I have no objection,” Wilam said.


  “We can begin our defensive works,” Hausey went on, “and then reconvene once the scouts have returned. Then we can nail down our strategy.”


  “I propose we seal this plan with copious amounts of ale!” Jute said loudly.


  The soldiers all laughed and the mood lightened. A cask of ale was brought in from the supply train that had arrived with the dwarves. The frothy drinks were poured and the soldiers in the feasting hall sang bawdy songs and told stories. The dwarves were the center of attention and seemed to bring the men from both kingdoms together, forging an amiable peace. Brianna was happy to see the tensions easing. She wished Zollin had been there to help settle the bad blood between Zorlan and Willam. For all his honor and maturity as a leader, Willam obviously hated Zorlan. Brianna remembered how she and Zollin had found the prince on the road to the Grand City, after Zorlan’s torturer had finished with him. It would have been a miracle if Wilam had lived without Zollin’s magical healing, and if he had, he most certainly would have been crippled for the rest of his life. Brianna couldn’t blame Willam for wanting justice for King Zorlan’s crime and she admired that he could set his own grievances aside for the moment and focus on the larger threat. But Zollin could have brought peace, he could have demanded it from both sides and been truly fair. Her heart ached as she thought of him, though the feasting hall was full of laughter and mirth.


  She saw that she wasn’t the only person brooding into her cup, either. King Zorlan sat apart, neither laughing nor happy. He sat watching and Brianna thought there was murder in his eyes.


  


  Chapter 8


  Brianna walked slowly up the stairs. She could hear the men below her laughing and drinking. She wondered if they would be so festive if they understood the horrors they would face the way she did.


  She lingered along the balcony, looking down on the men who were once again congregating in smaller groups. King Zorlan and his advisors kept to the far side of the room. Wilam’s men seemed to be gathered together in groups according to rank. King Wilam was joined by General Hausey, along with two men she didn’t know. They stayed near the fire with King Bloc and the other dwarves. At the far end of the hall, Quinn sat alone watching the men. He was shrouded in darkness so far from the merry hearth. He kept his cloak wrapped tightly around his shoulders and his sharp eyes seemed to dart from one group to the next. At one point they flashed up to her and a smile played at the edges of his lips.


  Brianna went into the rooms reserved for King Wilam. She walked around the room. A small fire burned in a simple wood stove, but it kept the anteroom warm. There was a map laid out on one of the tables; it showed the Walheta mountains, including both the eastern and western passes. She didn’t know the mountains well, but she could imagine how difficult it would be to cross the Walheta range without using the two well known passes. Brianna guessed that the hordes of mutated people would find the crossing difficult if not impossible, despite their increased strength and stamina. She only hoped that the King’s army and the dwarves wouldn’t be overrun by the terrible enemy coming against them.


  She sighed deeply as she sank into a stiff wooden chair near the wood stove. Even the threat of death couldn’t keep her mind from wondering when Wilam would return and what he would expect of her. He had made his wishes known. She had pledged herself to marry him and now that Zollin was gone she had no reason not to, but still, she didn’t feel good about the idea. She had been married before, but her husband, Todrek had been too inebriated to consummate the marriage. She had taken her time preparing their bed chamber and when she came out she found Todrek asleep in a chair. The next day Todrek had been slain and Brianna had fled from their village with Zollin.


  It had been difficult not to give Zollin her virtue, but they both agreed waiting until they could be married was the right thing to do. Still, Brianna had spent many wonderful nights in Zollin’s arms, warm and safe. Now, she wondered if she was ready to be married. Growing up she had always thought of marriage as an escape from her mother’s constant demands and had looked forward to it. But now she realized that if she couldn’t be with Zollin, being with someone else, even a king, simply wasn’t appealing. Of course she couldn’t let King Wilam know how she felt. He was handsome and kind, he made her feel smart and important, and there had been times over the last month when she would have gladly taken him to her bed. Unfortunately for Brianna, those feeling were little more than infatuation and the reality seemed almost frightening.


  In her mind she debated the matter. On the one hand she didn’t know what it could hurt if she married King Willam. They might all be dead in a matter of days and Zollin was almost certainly rushing to his own demise. She had no reason to hold herself back, but on the other hand she didn’t see the benefits of marriage either. She couldn’t be the dutiful wife, waiting patiently for her husband to return each day, ensuring that he had all he needed. She wouldn’t mend his clothes and spend hours cleaning or cooking meals. Not that a king needed a wife for such things, but Brianna wouldn’t stay safely behind the front lines of the coming battle. She would lead her pride of dragons against the monstrous horde of mutated people Gwendolyn sent to destroy them.


  After an hour she felt tired and moved to the bedroom. She pulled off her boots but otherwise remained dressed and wrapped herself in a blanket. She laid down on the bed, her head close to the wall that separated the sleeping chamber from the anteroom. She dozed as she listened for Wilam's return, her eyes opening in the darkness with each sound. Time seemed to drag on and on until she finally drifted off to a deep, dreamless sleep.


  The next morning she found herself alone in the small room that was King Wilam’s bedchamber. She had expected him to follow her up after she had slipped upstairs to bed, but she had fallen asleep and he had not bothered her. She washed her face in the basin of water on the table and pulled her long hair back into a ponytail.


  In the larger anteroom, she found several men whispering close together. King Willam sat in a chair with his eyes closed, his head resting on a cushion.


  “Why is the king asleep out here?” Brianna asked.


  “My lady,” said one of the men, standing up and smoothing his clothes. “The king did not wish to wake you. We were very late in our deliberations.”


  “I’ll see that breakfast is sent up,” Brianna said quietly. “Tell him I will return by nightfall.”


  “Where are you going?” the man asked.


  “The dragons and I will begin scouting,” Brianna said. “Wilam will understand that.”


  “As you wish, my lady.”


  Brianna left the room and breathed a sigh of relief. She had made it through the night without being bothered. Now she could spend the day with the dragons and at least they wouldn’t question her or try to coddle her.


  She left word in the kitchens that food should be sent up to King Willam’s quarters. Then, taking a small loaf of freshly baked bread from the oven, she hurried outside.


  “And where are you rushing off to?” came a familiar voice from behind her.


  She turned and saw the unmistakable curly beard of Babaz, the dwarf who had led her and Zollin through the underground tunnels of the dwarves under the mountains of the Northern Highlands.


  “Babaz,” she said. “I didn’t realize you had come.”


  “I’ve been with my clansmen,” he admitted. “I’m afraid I opposed our involvement in your war.”


  Brianna frowned. “You’re opposed and yet here you are.”


  “The Oliad clan would never turn our backs on our fellow dwarves, even if we felt that staying hidden in the mountains was the wisest choice for our people.”


  “I understand that sentiment,” she said. “I’m going to scout the enemy.”


  “Yes, you are a Fire Spirit, master of dragons,” Babaz said proudly. “And friend to the dwarves, yes?”


  “Of course, always.”


  “So much has changed for you, but you seem to be handling it well enough.”


  “Thank you,” Brianna said.


  “I look forward to hearing of your exploits,” he said, bowing slightly.


  “And I yours.”


  Brianna didn’t walk far before Selix swooped low. She jumped and allowed the golden dragon to snatch her up with his long tail. Another flick of that tail sent her flying high into the air. She twirled and danced along the invisible currents before settling gracefully onto Selix’s back. From behind them half a dozen dragons roared. They were well past the little village and long lines where the cavalry troops made their camps. Fire roared out around her and Brianna felt more alive than she had in days.


  * * *


  Quinn heard the roar of the dragons and smiled to himself. He was glad to see Brianna out of the village feasting hall. He understood her decision to marry King Wilam, but he was glad she wasn’t waiting on him hand and foot. He felt an ache that she had decided not to marry Zollin, but with all they faced Quinn knew his son’s chances of survival were grim. Still, he held out hope and not only for his son, but for the Five Kingdoms. Things had changed drastically and not for the better, but sometimes things needed to be shaken up. Others might see the chaos the Five Kingdoms had been thrust into as disaster, but Quinn could see the opportunity that lay before them.


  He had hoped to see more of the dwarves, but they were not in the feasting hall. He guessed they were probably in one of the rooms above the main hall sleeping off the ale they had drank the night before. He had nursed his own drinks slowly and kept to himself most of the night. He had slept a few hours once the sour King Zorlan had turned in. Now, he was enjoying a warm breakfast. It was little more than porridge, but it was sweetened with honey, just the way he liked it.


  “Good morning old man,” Mansel said coming up behind his mentor.


  “I’m not old,” Quinn said. “I’m aged, like wine, improving with each year.”


  “But no funnier,” Mansel scoffed. “I suppose you have a plan for us today?”


  “Always,” Quinn said. “But sit down and eat. We don’t need to hurry anymore. I suppose everyone of importance is here already. They’ll probably have a list of things they want changed.”


  Mansel sat across from Quinn and began to eat his breakfast.


  “You think being inn keepers is the best use of our time?”


  “Maybe not,” Quinn said, “but I want to keep an eye on things and important people rarely take notice of the hired help.”


  “How long until they kick us out of their deliberations completely?”


  “I don’t know. If it weren’t for Brianna it would have happened already. I also want to keep an eye on her.”


  “She’s sleeping in Wilam’s quarters,” Mansel said, before sticking a large spoonful of porridge into his mouth and letting the statement hang in the air.


  “I know that,” Quinn said after a pause. “She has every right.”


  “You aren’t going to say anything to her?”


  “I’m not her father,” Quinn said sadly. “We can’t blame her for choosing Wilam over Zollin.”


  “I can,” Mansel said. “Don’t get me wrong, I like our new king, but where is the honor in wooing a woman who is already promised to another man. Not to mention the fact that Zollin has saved Wilam’s life and protected the kingdom the man just inherited more than once.”


  “Like I said, important people rarely notice the hired help,” Quinn said bitterly.


  They ate in silence after that. The soldiers spent the day in leisure, resting after their long march south. The dwarves too were quiet, but searching through the hills, exploring the best places for battle. Quinn and Mansel kept busy on small projects. Quinn managed to do some work outside of the rooms where King Zorlan stayed most of the day. At one point he overheard the king of Falxis talking about King Willam.


  “He’s my whipping boy,” Zorlan said loudly. “I’ve bested him once on the battlefield and he knows it. He kowtowed to his father and now he will to me.”


  “He seems confident my lord,” said a voice Quinn didn’t recognize.


  “And that shall be his undoing,” Zorlan said. “I have plans for him. I shall lay the web quietly and carefully. Then, when the time is right, all I’ll need to do is give Wilam a subtle push in the right direction. His sense of honor and his pride will propel him right into my trap.”


  The voices fell quieter and Quinn couldn’t make out any more of the conversation. But he had heard enough to know Zorlan was plotting against King Wilam. It wasn’t a surprise really. King Felix had died trying to take over Zorlan’s kingdom. Zorlan had been in Osla laying siege to the Grand City when the witch Gwendolyn unleashed the dark magic that shattered the Five Kingdoms. The fact no one realized that it was the secret plots and constant struggle for more power that had laid them low in the first place astonished Quinn. He understood the power of wanting things, the way greed could creep into a man’s heart and take control of him. But he still couldn’t understand how, in this dark hour, the rulers couldn’t put their differences aside and focus on the real enemy.


  As darkness fell the fires were built up in the feasting hall. From the kitchens came the aroma of baking bread, stewing vegetables, and roasting meat. The kings and their closest advisors arrived, talking together in quiet groups. A roar shook the building and they fell silent. Brianna threw open the large door. Quinn caught a glimpse of the golden dragon called Selix and thought of how much Miriam would have loved to be around those animals. He missed Miriam and thinking of her made him sad, but he knew that coming south to find and help Mansel had been the right thing. He only wished she could have come with him.


  “I have news,” Brianna said loudly, so that everyone in the hall could hear her. “The army will make landfall in the morning. The first troops should arrive by tomorrow evening.”


  “That is excellent news,” said Wilam.


  “The witch’s horde is four days away,” Brianna said, her tone more somber. “Their numbers are innumerable.”


  “None went east around the Sea of Kings?” King Zorlan asked.


  “I cannot tell,” Brianna said. “There are so many of them.”


  “Perhaps we should rethink our strategy,” Zorlan said.


  “The strategy is sound,” Wilam said.


  “I’m afraid I have more experience in these matters, my young king. As you may recall from your own attempt to defeat me in battle. A failed attempt, mind you.”


  “The army is Yelsian and shall be lead by the King of Yelsia,” Wilam said angrily. “Take your remnants and do as you please.”


  “No,” said Bloc, trying to ensure that the alliance didn’t fall apart. “We need a combined army and a single strategy.”


  “It’s no use,” King Zorlan said. “This boy playing king has no idea what he is doing.”


  Anger flashed across Wilam’s face, then doubt.


  “No,” Quinn said. “Bloc is right. Zollin knew our only hope lay in coming together to face the evil surging toward us. We must work together. King Wilam is the rightful heir to his father’s throne and as such he must be accorded with the honor and respect of that position.”


  “But can we put our hopes of success into his untried and ultimately weak hands,” Zorlan argued.


  “Wilam is not weak,” Brianna said angrily. She couldn’t understand why Wilam remained silent.


  “His only experience in leading an army resulted in total failure,” Zorlan said.


  “And you have been successful?” Quinn said. “Your invasion of Yelsia failed. Your invasion of Osla failed. Now your kingdom is overrun. We’ve all made mistakes and we’ve all been hurt by the evil threatening to engulf the Five Kingdoms. Now is the time to turn away from that greedy, self serving point of view and work together for the good of all our people.”


  “Quinn is right,” said Bloc. “We must see past our own needs and work together.”


  “And we have no time for this senseless fighting amongst ourselves,” Brianna said, her voice shaking with anger. “Put your pride away and help us make plans to stop the witch’s army.


  “At least you can agree that it is time to eat,” said one of the cooks in a screechy voice that made many in the feasting hall laugh.


  The tension ebbed away and Quinn noticed the look of frustration on King Zorlan’s face. Everyone moved to seats at the long tables as servants began passing out mugs of ale and goblets of wine. Quinn realized that more people had been brought in to help the two cooks and guessed that Nycoll had a hand in that wisdom. He was impressed with Nycoll’s ability to work behind the scenes and get things done without anyone ever knowing what she was doing. He thought that King Wilam could learn a thing or two from Mansel’s fair lady.


  Brianna moved immediately to Wilam’s side once the tension broke.


  “Can I speak to you?” she said.


  “Of course.”


  They moved to a small store room for privacy.


  “What is going on?” she asked.


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Yes you do, why are letting King Zorlan run all over you.”


  “I beg your pardon, my lady, but I don’t think you understand the gravity of our situation.”


  “I don’t understand?” Brianna almost shouted. “I think I’m the only one who does. I’ve seen the monsters we are facing. I’ve fought them. I know just how dire the situation is, which is why I can’t understand why you’re suddenly backing down from Zorlan.”


  “I’m not backing down,” Wilam said. “You need to understand just how delicate this alliance is. I know we are facing a horrible army, but I’m also trying to balance the egos of two kings.”


  “Balancing or backing down?” Brianna said.


  “You don’t know what you’re saying,” Wilam said angrily.


  “Yes I do.”


  “I can’t let my ego get in the way of what we’re doing here. Perhaps Zorlan is right. Perhaps I’m not the best one to lead in this battle.”


  “I don’t believe that.”


  “He bested me on the battlefield,” he said, the pain in his voice etched on his face. “I vowed that I would never let that happen again. I underestimated his forces and we were routed. I can’t help but wonder if I’m doing it again, if I’m letting my feelings about Zorlan keep me from making wise choices.”


  “You have to trust yourself,” Brianna said.


  “I don’t know if I can. I can wear the crown of Yelsia, I’ve envisioned that for so long it feels natural, but I don’t know if I can make the right decisions.”


  “Trust the people around you. Trust General Hausey and trust Quinn. We are all behind you, Wilam, but you have to stand firm. You can’t let yourself be bullied, otherwise when this is over King Zorlan will force Yelsia to serve him..”


  “I’m… well I don’t mean to.”


  “Trust yourself. You’re a good man and you are strong. Be strong for your people. The entire kingdom is depending on you to keep them safe. You can do that. You were made for this moment.”


  “I know you’re right,” he said, clearing his throat and tugging at his clothes. “I shall make more of an effort.”


  “I know you will,” Brianna said.


  Then she did something entirely without thinking. It was almost as if someone else had acted while she sat watching from a distance. She stepped up to him and kissed him on the check, pressing her soft lips into the stubble that had popped up since his last shave. She gripped his broad shoulders and felt them tense. She had to stand on her tip toes to reach his cheek and she felt his hands rest on her hips. There was heat between them and even a longing conveyed in her kiss. She stayed close to him for a long moment, neither of them speaking, just being close and still, while a storm raged around them.


  Finally Brianna stepped back and the connection between them broke. He looked at her and she saw the desire in his eyes. She felt like a liar and a cheat. Her heart groaned as her desire for Wilam battled against her desire for Zollin, threatening to rip her heart to tatters in the process.


  “There’s someone outside who would like to speak with you,” she said.


  She didn’t wait for his answer, just pushed open the door and walked out. The men were eating now and she knew they were all watching him as he followed her. All but two; Quinn’s and Mansel’s eyes were on her and she wondered if they could see the agony she felt inside as they watched her move past them. She didn’t return their gaze, instead she kept her eyes on the floor. She had felt wild and free as she rode Selix through the day, scouting the enemy and making plans. Now she felt trapped between her heart and her honor, between what could have been and what was.


  She pushed open the door and was hit by an icy wind rushing down out of the mountains. An image flashed in her mind of snow falling in the mountains, moving toward the small village of Walheta’s Gate and the ranks of soldiers whose camps spread out on either side of the settlement.


  “Who’s out here?” Wilam asked.


  Then his face took on a blank expression and Brianna knew that he was hearing Gyia speak to his mind. He was studying the images she sent to him—scenes of the monstrous army making its way toward them.


  “Where have you been?” he asked, as the serpentine purple dragon landed before them.


  Gyia ducked, lowering her head and staring at the hard packed dirt at their feet.


  “Gyia was manipulated, just like Selix and Tig,” Brianna said. “Somehow your father was controlling them.”


  “That’s insane. How could he control them?”


  “I don’t know,” Brianna said. “But I plan to find out.”


  Chapter 9


  At first Zollin tried walking, but his boots sank into the thick mire of bat guano. The smell was beginning to make him feel sick too. He knew he needed to get past the awful mess he found himself in as quickly as possible, so he gathered his strength and lifted his body up using his magic. Levitating was always a strain, but even more so in the darkness. It was hard for him to keep his bearings. He had hoped to use as little magic as possible as he traveled through the great abyss, but he wasn’t having much success.


  He let his magic flow around him, not out into the blackness like he usually did. He didn’t want to take the risk of attracting unwanted attention. He kept his magical senses in a small bubble around him. He stayed just above the thick mire and moved along the narrow gap between the guano covered walls. It seemed as if the trench was angling downward, but he couldn’t be sure. His hope was that at some point the bat dung would lessen and he would be able walk.


  Normally, he could levitate himself a few miles before the strain became too much. He couldn’t tell how far he had come or how far he had to go, but after what seemed like only a few minutes the strain overcame him. He lowered himself, panting. His boots immediately began to sink into the stinking swamp. He tried to stay on top of the guano but it seemed to suck at him like quicksand. He was forced to use his magic and levitate himself again, but his boots and trousers were covered with the thick, heavy muck that made holding himself in the air even more difficult.


  After several starts and stops, his magic roared like a forest fire. Using it was almost painful and he decided he needed to stop and rest. Unfortunately, he couldn’t find a place where he didn’t sink into the mire. He tried using his magic to keep himself on top of the guano, but before long that became too taxing as well. Then, exhausted and frustrated, he stopped. He sank slowly into the mire, but he forced himself to relax. When it reached his neck he created a magical bubble around his head.


  For a short while the bubble stopped his descent, but eventually even that sank into the guano. Zollin had no idea what to do. He could possibly levitate himself up and find a perch on the walls above the bat droppings, but he didn’t think he had the strength to hold onto the slimy walls. If he could find a ridge or ledge he could rest, perhaps even sleep, but he had no idea if he had the strength to levitate himself long enough to find a safe place. Not to mention the fact that if he used light to search for a resting place it would attract the bats again.


  His strength spent, he struggled just to stay awake. The weight of the guano around him pressed in like a physical manifestation of the overwhelming darkness. It was almost too much to bear when suddenly he felt his feet dangling. The weight of his boots, covered with guano, pulled at his legs and he felt himself moving faster through the mire. At first he was afraid some kind of terrible dung worm had taken hold of him, but there was no pressure on his feet and no pain. After a few moments his legs were free up to his knees and he could move his feet. He realized that there must be some sort of opening beneath the build up of bat droppings. He wiggled his legs and hips, then suddenly felt himself falling. Orange light assaulted his eyes and Zollin used his magic to slow his fall.


  Molten rock flows glowed brightly around a large cavern, but there was a well worn path not far below him. Zollin had to use his magic, which was beginning to feel like a lava flow inside him, to shift himself over and land on the walkway rather than falling down into the river of magma. Once his feet touched solid ground, he fell to his knees and caught his breath. He was so tired he felt nauseated. The cavern was warm and although the path he rested on was solid rock, he laid down and slept.


  When he awoke he had no idea how long he’d been sleeping. He was sweating from the heat in the cavern and his body ached from lying on the rocky floor. He sat up, stretched and rose slowly to his feet. The guano that covered his body was dry and crusty. He spent some time knocking the clumps of dried bat dung off his boots, pants, and shirt. Luckily the bubble had kept most of the guano out of his hair. He did his best to clean off his pack and then dug inside for his canteen. The water was lukewarm with a metallic taste, but it was sweet to Zollin. He could have emptied his entire canteen and still wanted more, but he forced himself to only take a few swallows.


  Ahead of him the orange light from the lava flows faded into darkness. Part of Zollin wanted to stay in the cavern filled with orange light; he wanted to see what was around him, not get lost in the darkness again, but he knew he had to press on. The temperature grew cooler as he passed the last of the lava flows and the thick, orange river disappeared into a tunnel far below the walkway. The walls of the cavern came together so that he could reach out and touch both sides while walking down the center of the path. Eventually the path was so narrow Zollin had to turn side ways in places to squeeze through.


  The ceiling also hung low; the rough, uneven rock above forced him to duck his head in places. He walked and walked, using only the slightest bit of magic to illuminate the path just ahead of him. It continued to narrow until he was forced to walk bent over, then eventually to crawl. He feared the path led nowhere and he was wasting his time. If the tunnel got much smaller he wouldn’t be able to continue. Eventually, he was forced to remove his pack and push it ahead of him in the tunnel. He had to scramble through the tiny opening on his stomach. He was so afraid that the rocks around him would shift and collapse on top of him that several times he was almost too scared to move. He could feel the stone walls scraping and gouging him as he struggled through. He was afraid that he would have to back his way out of the tunnel soon and that thought terrified him almost as much as the thought of getting trapped and dying in the darkness.


  He forced himself to keep moving forward. He didn’t know why he felt compelled to keep moving, but he did. He had no idea where he was going or what he would find in the depths of the underworld, but he understood now why Brianna had called it that. He felt cut off from the world he knew. He was so deep in the earth he wasn’t sure he could find his way out. He’d thought that he would be able to climb down and find Gwendolyn, but there was much more to this dark realm than he had imagined. Still he kept moving. He had lost all track of time and wondered if the hideous army had reached the mountains. He could be going through this nightmare for no reason, he thought to himself. He might be too late to help the people he cared about. All his struggles might be wasted, but he had to keep moving. Until he found the witch, his journey couldn’t end.


  Finally, after squeezing through a section almost too small for his lanky body to squirm through, the tunnel began getting larger. He breathed a sigh of relief and pressed on. The tunnel opened up much more quickly that it had narrowed, and soon he found himself in a long corridor. His magical light was still small and dim. The last thing he wanted was to attract attention to himself, but as he stared into the darkness he realized he had done just that. Zollin froze. Staring back at him were hundreds of glowing eyes. Some were yellow, others red, and of different shapes and sizes. They lined the corridor on either side, stretching out into the darkness.


  He watched, barely daring to breath as the eyes moved slightly. He saw them blink slowly. He waited for the inevitable attack, but it didn’t come. Then an idea occurred to him. The eyes belonged to creatures that were imprisoned, that was why they didn’t converge on him. He wanted to send his magic out in an invisible wave to investigate the creatures, but he held himself in check. It wouldn’t do to stir up the creatures and touching them with his magic might do exactly that.


  He took a tentative step forward and when nothing happened, he took another. After a few steps he could hear the heavy breathing of the closest creatures. Their breath rumbled in their thick chests, somewhere between a purr and a growl. Zollin kept moving forward, trying to stay in the middle of the path. He was afraid if he got too close to one side or the other, one of the beasts might be able to reach out and take hold of him.


  He stopped when his light, dim though it was, illuminated the first of the cages. The beasts were imprisoned in small cells with what looked like stalactite bars. There was no sign of any doors or locks, and his light didn’t penetrate the darkness inside the cells. The creatures stayed near the bars, but far enough inside the cells to remain out of sight. All he could see was the light, reflected in their eyes.


  He decided that it might be better to move quickly through this prison. He increased his speed, moving down the long, straight corridor, no longer trying to see into the cells. He heard hissing and growling as he passed, but the hideous sounds only made him speed up. His magic churned inside him. His rest in the orange cavern had calmed the hot power, so he knew wielding it would not harm him now, but his fear seemed to keep his reservoir of magical power stirred up and ready to leap out.


  He held the magic back, doing his best to stay calm and focused on moving forward. Then he heard another sound, this one different from the heavy breathing and quiet growling of the creatures in their cells. It was a scraping, the sound of stones grinding together under great pressure and the squeal of hinges that have suffered under long disuse. He didn’t have to turn around to know what was happening. He knew instinctively that the cage doors were opening behind him. He didn’t look back, he just ran.


  


  Chapter 10


  As Zollin ran, the light from his magic grew brighter instinctively. He could feel his magic churning inside him and snapping like tiny bolts of lightning all over his body. He knew he couldn’t outrun whatever was chasing him, but he hoped to find a more favorable place to make a stand. He could still hear the stone doors, at least he thought of the stalactites as doors, opening behind him as he ran. He feared they might open up in front of him and then he would be trapped between two groups of whatever monstrous creatures were in the small cells.


  He was breathing hard when he finally reached a narrow space in the corridor . There were no more cells, just a long, narrow space barely wide enough for Zollin to walk down. He turned just a few feet inside the tunnel. He knew the creatures wouldn’t be able to come at him in large numbers inside the narrow space, so he gathered his power and waited. He let light shine out and saw the glowing eyes moving toward him. His heart pounded and he felt a stitch burning in his side, but he had no time to deal with catching his breath.


  The first creature he saw ran on four legs, like an animal, but with the body of a man, twisted and mutated, so that it looked like a man who had been turned into an animal. Fur covered the elongated face and fangs stuck out of a wolf’s muzzle. White foam built up at the corners of the creature’s mouth, and Zollin could see more of the beasts right behind it. He didn’t wait for them to reach the tunnel, but sent blasts of blue magical energy shooting out in small bursts. It wasn’t enough power to kill, but it knocked the creatures off their feet. The first beast, the wolf man, was hit square in the face, the magical energy burning fur and sending it slamming down, its haunches flew up and the creature flipped over and lay panting. Zollin could see the sweat glistening on its hairless body and the sight sent a shiver through him.


  He realized that whatever these poor creatures were now, they had once been something else. He knew Gwendolyn had the power to mutate people into a hideous army of oversized, mindless minions, but it seemed not every mutation worked for her. It made Zollin wonder if he would be turned into some gruesome mutation, locked away in the darkness until he died. The thought made him shudder, but not as much as the look of the huge beast that leapt over the still twitching body of the wolf man.


  Zollin sent a bolt of energy sizzling at the beast, which looked part lizard, part man. It had a thick body with dull gray skin which looked almost like armor. He could see the muscles bulging in the creature’s shoulders and neck. The beast had the face of a man, snarling in rage, with a large gray horn curving up out of its forehead. The creature dropped its horn toward the magical energy and seemed to absorb it without slowing down. Zollin was forced to send a much more powerful blast which spread around the horn and burned into the creature’s thick skull. The magical energy lit the tunnel and the long corridor up as bright as day and caused some of the creatures to slow their charge. The horned beast crashed to the ground and slid toward the tunnel, partially obstructing the opening.


  Zollin could still see the other creatures coming. He sent blasts at three more: a hideous creature with black and white striped fur, one that looked like a mountain lion with huge curved teeth, and the third was a powerful looking man, with long arms and hands. It ran, using its arms and knuckles to vault it forward. It was covered with shaggy brown fur and had a thick ridge across its forehead just above the eyes.


  All three fell, and the horde of monsters still in the corridor slowed down and tried to get closer to the tunnel without being seen. There were several spider like creatures that reminded Zollin of the Anacrids in the caverns of the dwarves. They tried creeping along the ceiling of the corridor, which was taller than that of the tunnel. The rocky roof was jagged and uneven, allowing the creatures to scramble along, hiding in the recesses of the ceiling, their black, hairy bodies blending into the shadows. Luckily for Zollin, they were vulnerable to his magic.


  It wasn’t long until the creatures attacking Zollin had to climb over the bodies of their fallen, most of who weren’t dead and didn’t take kindly to being stepped on. The wolf man bit two creatures, one a gaunt looking human, whose chalky white skin was pulled tightly over his oversized skeleton. The other was a fat looking human, not much taller than a child, but round and covered with spiny quills. The wolf man took a bit at the creature’s leg and howled in pain when its mouth was filled with needle sharp quills.


  Zollin hit the fat beast with a bolt of magical energy and saw the creature fall. A flash of sympathy went through his mind as he imagined the pain of the creature the fat beast fell onto. Then he was busy again. Several of the creatures flew and looked like hybrids of the huge bats that he had fought off during his climb down into the abyss. They were harder to hit with his magical energy and he was forced to throw up an invisible shield when the third couldn’t be hit. He slid a wall of magic over the body of the huge horned beast just as the flying creatures swooped toward the tunnel. He heard the bones in the bat splinter as it crashed into his barrier. Its neck was broken and the bat fell onto the body of the horned creature, effectively blocking the tunnel.


  Zollin dimmed his light, despite the raging of his magic inside him. He waited for a moment, expecting the next creature to pull the bat’s body away from the mouth of the tunnel and leap inside, but that didn’t happen. Instead, a thick snake with the face of a woman slithered into a small gap near the floor. Zollin sent a blast of energy that sizzled along the length of the snake. It died with a hideous gasp, the face slapping hard against the stone floor. He felt guilt as the female face, now soft in death, twitched against the stone until the skin was nearly scraped away and dark blood pooled beneath the long mass of hair.


  He stared at the woman’s face, mesmerized, until he heard a strange sound. It reminded him of hogs rooting through slop. There was a gurgling and gnawing. Zollin increased his light; something was pushing through the body of the huge horned beast. He watched in fascinated horror as a narrow faced creature with rows of sharp, pointed teeth in its mouth, chewed its way through the larger beast. This new creature was smaller than even the snake woman, with tiny, black eyes and only slits where its nose should have been. Zollin released a stream of fire. In the middle of flame he could see the creature writhing, its screams lost in the roar of the fire. He let the fire burn and burn, until it was white hot, a roaring column only slightly bigger than the burrowing creature’s head. He let the fire cook its way through the horned beast, until it shot out into the corridor where the monsters were waiting to see what would happen.


  Zollin could smell the stench of scorched hair, and burned organs, mixed with the aroma of roasting fat. He extinguished the fire and stood, filling his lungs with air and leaning against one of the stone walls. He waited to see if some other horrid beast would try to come through and get to him, but after several minutes nothing had happened. He thought about trying to look through the hole he had burned in the carcass of the horned beast, but he wouldn’t be able to see anything without sending light through and that would only stir the creatures up again.


  He turned his back to the awful sight of the snake woman’s bloody face and the horned beast’s burned body, and made his way down the tunnel. He could walk easily enough, but he was tired. He reached into his bag and pulled out his canteen. It was almost empty. He was so thirsty that his hands shook as he poured the water into his mouth. It took all his strength not to drink it all and there were only a few swallows left when he stuck the cork back into the opening.


  He had to cut mold off his bread before he ate it. It was so dry it felt as if it were sucking the moisture out of him. He felt only a little better when he finished the small loaf. He plodded on, hoping Gwendolyn wouldn’t be much further ahead. He wanted to stop and rest, to lie down on the floor of the tunnel and sleep. But he knew that wasn’t an option. He had to keep moving forward. He had to find the witch and stop her, before she destroyed all that he cared about and everyone he loved.


  On and on he walked, the monotony of the tunnel made his mind wander. He thought of Brianna, how beautiful she was. He remembered how it felt to hold her close and to kiss her. He thought he could almost hear her laugh. It was a wonderful daydream, but it almost got him killed. He walked out of the tunnel into a huge cavern without really noticing. Somewhere in the back of his mind it registered, but he was still imagining Brianna. The huge creature that inhabited the cavern leaned down to inspect this strange, glowing creature. Zollin smelled the beast before he saw it. His mind, finally waking up from his fantasy, recoiled with fear.


  He ducked low, increasing his magical light while simultaneously throwing up a magical shield around himself. The creature had only one eye, a huge dark orb with a blood red iris that dilated from the increased light. The beast was so big it made Zollin quake with fear just being so close to it. The creature had two fat lips over what looked like rigid gums with no teeth. The skin was dull red, the huge shoulders were round and the arms short. Each hand had three wide fingers. It had no legs, just a huge, round body that it dragged along with its powerful arms.


  Zollin froze, completely paralyzed by fear. He didn’t know what to do. It tried to touch him, but the magical shield held it back. The beast cried out, not a roar, but rather a howl of displeasure, like a baby who had just been denied a toy. Zollin started running, he knew he couldn’t outrun the huge creature, but he hoped he might find another tunnel to hide in, or at least a crack in the cavern wall where the beast’s fat fingers couldn’t hurt him.


  He looked back over his shoulder and saw the beast crying out, its head turned up toward the ceiling of the cavern which was lost in darkness. When Zollin turned to see where he was running he immediately fell to the ground. Just in front of him was a huge crevasse, too wide to jump over. He slid toward the edge of the crevasse, his hands clawing at the rocky floor to stop his momentum, but it was too late. He screamed as he slid over the edge and fell into the darkness below.


  


  Chapter 11


  Brianna rode low, keeping her body close to Selix’s long, golden neck. The air was frigid and the snow felt like tiny ice shards against her skin. She tried to control her trembling, but she didn’t have the luxury of letting fire roll over her and keep her warm. They were almost to the coast where they knew the king’s army would be unloading from the armada of ships that had ferried them up Falxis.


  Brianna reached out with her mind, but Tig was silent. Normally she could communicate with the other dragons over long distances, but Tig had been injured in the fight between Ferno and the dragons controlled by King Felix. There hadn’t been time enough for Brianna to heal the smaller dragon, so she had seen to it that Tig was safe aboard one of the king’s ships. She would have stopped and healed the dragon on the way north after Zollin had left her, but she couldn’t use fire onboard the ships without destroying the craft in the process.


  It was dark, the sky blocked with clouds. Selix was the first to spot the army disembarking from the ships. The soldiers were hard at work unloading the supplies they had carried from Yelsia. The wagons, which would have normally been assembled and used as a supply train, had been left in Falxis. There simply wasn’t enough time to break the wagons down and load them onto the ships, not with the witch’s mutated army on the verge of overrunning their defenses.


  Quinn had seen to it that every wagon from Green Glen and the Legion from Felson was headed west to meet the soldiers and ferry the supplies back from the ships, but Brianna knew those wagons wouldn’t arrive until the next day. She wouldn’t make Tig wait. She wanted to end the small, blue dragon’s pain as soon as possible. Then she needed to solve the mystery of how King Felix had controlled Selix, Tig, and Gyia.


  They flew out over the bay where most of the ships were anchored. Brianna leaned far out over Selix’s broad neck. They searched every ship but Tig wasn’t on the deck of any of them.


  “Damn,” Brianna said. “We’ll have to go down and speak to someone.”


  Selix didn’t respond, instead the golden dragon swooped low, looking for a place to settle that wouldn’t frighten the soldiers. Brianna had begun to lean on her constant companion more than she had ever intended to. Selix was strong, compassionate, and level headed. Although dragons didn’t mate and couldn’t understand the emotional connection Brianna shared with both Zollin and King Wilam, he had compassion for her plight. They had always been close, but since Zollin had left her, Brianna had only truly opened herself up to Selix. The golden dragon could almost finish Brianna’s sentences for her.


  They landed in an open area and she slid down. She walked toward the nearest group of soldiers who were holding the sputtering torches high so they could see Selix.


  “I need to speak to General Tollis,” Brianna said. “Where is he?”


  “The officers are still on board the ships ma’am,” said one soldier. “At least that’s what I’ve heard.”


  “Thank you,” Brianna said. “Do you know which ship?”


  “The big one, it was King Felix’s flag ship. They’ll all be on board that one.”


  “I appreciate your help,” she said.


  Then with a wordless message she called for Selix and jumped high into the air. She seemed to rise with each summersault. The soldiers looked on in surprise. Then, Selix swooped so low the giant dragon felt the heat from their torches and Brianna landed gracefully on his back.


  They flew back out over the bay. The flagship was easy to spot, even in the failing light. Brianna’s vision was greatly enhanced since her powers had grown. She could see long distances and even in the dark, her eyes picking up the dim ambient light. Out over the calm waters of the bay, the only lights came from within the ships; she could still see their shadowy forms floating in the harbor. Selix dropped low and Brianna jumped out into the frigid air. She flipped and twirled through the darkness before landing lightly on the command deck of the big ship.


  “Whoa!” cried the officer on watch. “Who in the bloody hell are you?”


  “I’m Brianna,” she said. “The one with the dragons,” she added, pointing up as Selix lit up the sky with a blast of flame that illuminated the beast’s great, golden body.”


  “Oh, I remember now,” the sailor said.


  “Are the officers meeting here?”


  “Aye, they’re below with the dragon.”


  “Tig is on board this ship?”


  “The blue dragon,” the officer said. “They moved him below a few days ago. The poor thing is in a lot of pain.”


  “I’m here to fix that, but we can’t fly Tig off your ship if you’ve hidden the poor thing below. Can someone take me to whoever is in charge.”


  “Aye, I’ll do that,” the officer said. “Kegan, you’ve got the watch.”


  “Aye, Aye, Lieutenant.”


  The officer led Brianna forward, taking a lamp with a metal oil basin and a metal shade from a pole near the stairs. They went to another stairway which led into the lower decks of the ship. Just below the main deck was a staging area, essentially an empty space where the main deck could be opened up to allow larger cargo to be lowered down into the bowels of the ship. The space was well illuminated and Brianna saw several men gathered around Tig. The dragon lay on its side, but the blue head was up and he appeared to be talking.


  “Tig,” Brianna said as they approached.


  “Captain, this is lady Brianna,” the officer said.


  “Very well, Lieutenant,” said the captain.


  The officer bowed slightly and then hurried away.


  “What is going on here?” Her concern for Tig was evident in her voice.


  Tig growled lightly, then a mental image came to her mind of Tig calling for the men.


  “We’ve been trying to understand your friend,” said General Tollis, who stepped forward and extended a hand to Brianna. “I’m afraid we aren’t having much luck.”


  “I see. What are you trying to tell them?” she asked Tig.


  The dragon hissed and the word how was clearly audible.


  “How what?” Brianna asked.


  An image flashed in her mind of Tig fighting her and Zollin.


  “You want to know how the king controlled you?” she asked.


  The blue head bobbed.


  “I’ve been trying to tell him that we don’t know,” General Tollis said. “Some of us were with King Felix when he sent word to Ebbson Keep to try and discover how he might control your friends, but if he got word back from the scholars there, he didn’t share that information with us.”


  “The master of the Torr used some sort of magic to control Bartoom, the big black dragon that attacked Orrock,” Brianna explained. “I’ve learned what happened with Selix and Tig was similar. He had control of Gyia too,” she added the last sentence for Tig’s sake.


  “Gern here knew of a legend that gold was used to control dragons,” General Tollis said. “The black dragon you mentioned forced the villages in the north to produce gold, didn’t it?”


  “Yes,” Brianna said. “I know gold is a powerful object for dragons, but I don’t know how a person would use it to control them.”


  “I’m sorry we haven’t been much help,” the general explained. “But we’ve been trying.”


  “King Wilam has sent wagons to help you move the supplies to the western pass. You’ll need to get your men moving as quickly as possible. The witch’s army will be here in a few days.”


  “We’ll see that we are, my lady, or should I say, my Queen?”


  “No,” Brianna said. “I’m not your Queen yet.” She looked down at Tig, not wanting to look the general in the eye. “But Wilam was given the crown. There has been no official coronation, but he and General Hausey are seeing to the defense.”


  “Hausey is a good man,” Tollis said. “I’ll get his majesty’s army to him as quickly as possible.”


  “Just follow the road running east along the foothills of the mountains,” Brianna told him. “In the meanwhile, I need to get Tig on land so I can use fire in the healing process.”


  The army officers made their way up onto the main deck while the seamen opened the big trap doors above the staging area. Brianna went to Tig and placed her hands on the small dragon. Tig was bigger than a horse, but small as dragons went. The blue dragon’s scales were fading, and Tig’s wings were still broken. There were so many things that Brianna needed to do to heal Tig. There were cuts and bruises on the outside, a sight Brianna wasn’t used to seeing since the dragon’s scales were usually so hard that injuries didn’t normally show. When she touched Tig she was surprised by the amount of pain the small dragon was in. Tig lay still, uncomplaining, but his internal injuries were causing it agonizing pain.


  “Don’t worry, we’ll be past this soon,” Brianna said.


  She sent a mental image of Selix flying down and very gently lifting Tig out of the hold of the ship. The golden dragon sent her an affirmative thought and Brianna jumped out of the staging area and onto the main deck. She summersaulted through the air, twirling over the heads of the sailors who were preparing slings to lift Tig back onto the main deck. They stopped and stared at her in awe.


  “What are you doing?” she asked them once she had landed.


  “We’ll use the sling to hoist the dragon back on deck,” said one of the sailors.


  “It’s how we got the poor beast down there,” said another sailor. “We didn’t want the dragon baking in the sun.”


  “Sunlight makes them stronger,” Brianna explained. "But you couldn’t have known that. I’ll see that Tig is healed. Thank you for helping.”


  The sailors nodded and as Selix swooped down toward the ship they backed quickly away from the staging area. Selix had to be careful to avoid the many ropes and sails on the ship. Brianna jumped up and then seemed to dance along the sail arms that protruded from the masts and along the taut lines which held the sails in place. She bounced and jumped from place to place until she was standing in the crows nest next to a shocked sailor with a long braid of hair that hung down his back like a rope.


  “Slip me a pinker and call me salmon,” said the sailor. “That was the damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. And I’ve been at sea more than thirty years.”


  Brianna just smiled and as Selix rose up with Tig hanging limply from the big dragon’s talons, she jumped again, leaping out into midair, her arms stretched wide, and her legs rigid. Her body angled slowly, and as the sailors all gasped she plunged head first toward the dragons. At the last possible second she curled into a ball and seemed to slow her descent. Then she landed as softly as a leaf falling upon a pond in winter. Selix didn’t even seem to notice, but just kept rising up in the darkness above the ship as the wide, golden wings beat hard, buffeting the sailors on the deck of the ship with massive downdrafts of air.


  They peeled away from the ship and flew south, away from the army that was busy making their landing on the beach. Selix flew for three miles and then settled in a small space between the rolling hills. The snow had turned to rain as they moved further from the mountains. It fell lightly, but the fat drops were cold. Selix set Tig down gently, nudging the little blue dragon with its golden muzzle, then took to the sky as soon as Brianna slid down onto the ground beside Tig. Brianna knew that Selix would keep watch over them as she worked, so she pulled off her clothes and set them aside so they wouldn’t be burned. Then she let flames erupt all over her body until it was as if she were nothing more than a shadow in the raging fire. She poured white hot fire onto Tig. She couldn’t explain where the power or the fire came from, but it funneled through her and poured out onto the small dragon, forming a connection between the two of them.


  Brianna could feel the injuries slowly healing. Tig moaned as the fire damped the small dragon’s pain for the first time in days. Soon, Tig was in a deep sleep. Brianna, covered in flame, forgot about the rain or the cold. She was focused completely on Tig and willing the little dragon to heal under the power of her raw, scorching flames.


  


  Chapter 12


  It was sunrise when Brianna returned to Walheta’s Gate. The small village, which was nothing more than ruins around the rebuilt feasting hall was nearly overrun with people. There were troops everywhere. Long lines of horses were being groomed. Near the hastily erected cattle pen, which was shared by sheep, goats, and a few small pigs, a man was butchering a freshly slaughtered sheep.


  Smoke rose from the chimney of the inn and with it the smell of baking bread and sizzling bacon. Brianna’s stomach growled. She patted Selix on the neck and took one last look at Tig who had literally been flying circles around the golden dragon as they returned to the small settlement at the entrance to the western pass through the Walheta mountains. Brianna sent them both a mental image of the dragons hunting together, then she jumped off Selix’s back. She danced through the air and down to the ground where she landed lightly. It was still dark enough on the ground that only a few soldiers noticed her. They stared wide-eyed but she ignored them.


  Inside the feasting hall she found Quinn and Mansel eating their breakfast together. There was a thick porridge, bacon, and bread. Brianna joined them and waited for Wilam to appear.


  “You’re up early, your highness,” Mansel teased.


  “I never went to bed,” she said.


  “What were you doing all night?”


  “I had to heal Tig,” she explained.


  “So, the army made landfall?” Quinn asked.


  “Yes,” she explained. “They should start arriving this evening.”


  “Well, then, I guess the only thing left is to get busy preparing the defense,” Quinn said. “I believe the dwarves are looking for you.”


  “For me?”


  “Yes,” Quinn said. “The one with the curly beard had an idea that you could help them.”


  “Okay.”


  She finished her breakfast and when Wilam appeared she made her way to his side.


  “Give us a moment,” he told his advisors. Once they stepped away he looked at Brianna. “Did you find your wounded dragon?”


  “Yes, Tig is fine now. That brings us to nine dragons in the pride.”


  “Good,” Willam said. “I’ve spoken with the dwarves. They’ll be making a stand between the eastern and western passes. They want your help preparing.”


  “And what about you? Where will you be?”


  “General Hausey is going to be taking the cavalry out soon, probably in a few hours. They want to get a lay of the land and begin planning their attacks.”


  “I should be going with them.”


  “There’s no need for that. Send a couple of the dragons so that you can see what the cavalry is planning. You can join them once you’ve helped Bloc see that the defensive works are ready.”


  “Alright,” Brianna said. “What did you find out about how your father was controlling the dragons?”


  “Nothing of importance,” he said, but he glanced down as he said it and Brianna felt a shiver run down her back.


  “You learned nothing?”


  “No, Gyia had no idea why the dragons were forced to obey the voice in their minds.”


  “So they heard someone giving them orders?”


  “Yes,” he said. “It’s just not clear who was doing it or how. We’ll have to look into it after things settle a bit here. We’re running out of time.”


  “I know that time is short, but what do we do if somehow the witch takes control of the pride? Don’t you thinking solving this mystery is important?”


  “Of course I do,” he snapped. “I’m doing everything I can right now.”


  “I’m not trying to make you angry. I just want to help.”


  “Then help the dwarves today. That is the most urgent matter.”


  “Fine,” she said.


  She walked away from him, but he seemed relieved to be rid of her. Brianna stopped and pretended to speak with Quinn before leaving the feasting hall.


  “Pretend you’re talking to me,” she told him.


  “I can only pretend?” he asked. “I can’t actually talk to you.”


  “I’m keeping an eye on King Wilam.”


  “Why?”


  “I think he’s hiding something from me.”


  “That’s not unusual for a king,” Quinn said. “Even if you are his betrothed.”


  “It’s about the dragons,” Brianna said, noting that Wilam seemed much more relaxed around his aides and advisors than he had around her. She couldn’t help but wonder if his attitude stemmed from her reluctance to marry him. He was strong but sensitive, and Brianna thought it was entirely possible she had hurt his feelings. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was something else, something more sinister that just his spurned love. In fact he had been the one who had chosen to wait. It had been his decision after all. And he hadn’t seemed cold to her the day after his proposal that they marry right away, but now he was acting funny. She got the distinct impression that he wasn’t telling her everything.


  “I know that a king always has a lot on his mind and I’m sure everyone here is pulling Wilam in different directions. But I would think that anything to do with the dragons would be my business, wouldn’t you agree?”


  “I would,” Quinn said. “But then I’m not a king.”


  “I wish Zollin was here,” she said, without really thinking about what she was saying or who she was saying it to.


  The pain in Quinn’s eyes was unmistakable.


  “Oh, Quinn, I’m so sorry.”


  “No,” he said, raising a hand. “You are doing what you have to do, we all are. And I think we all wish Zollin were here.”


  “It wasn’t fair the way I treated him,” she admitted. “I tried to take it back, but he wouldn’t have it.”


  “He’s stubborn, but I guess he got that from me.”


  “He was being selfless as always, but I can’t help but wonder if he would have gone off to fight the witch alone if I hadn’t hurt him so badly.”


  “He made the only decision he could,” Quinn said. “I wasn’t there to help him and we couldn’t spare you both, not if we’re going to hold back the witch’s army.”


  “You must be proud of him.”


  “I am, but I’m worried too.”


  “We all are.”


  “If I survive this, I’ll have to go south and look for him.”


  “I’ll go with you,” Brianna said.


  “No, dear, your place is here, with King Wilam. Besides, there really isn’t much hope of finding Zollin, or of my surviving the war.”


  “You can’t talk like that.”


  “It’s just the truth. I’m getting old. I’m not as fast or as strong as I used to be. That’s just part of life. My son is sacrificing for the good of Yelsia and the Five Kingdoms. We must do the same.”


  Quinn saw the tears in Brianna’s eyes, but she dashed them away and hugged him. She had forgotten, at least for that moment, her frustration with Wilam.


  “Don’t do anything foolish,” she said. “Promise me that. I’ve made my own decisions and I’ll live with them, no matter how much I regret what I’ve done. But I want you and Mansel to be part of my life, always.”


  “You’re a good girl,” Quinn said. “Forget this business with Wilam and do what you can to help the dwarves. There’s nothing more any of us can do but give our best effort to whatever task lies before us in the days ahead. Who knows, perhaps Zollin will defeat the witch and we won’t have to fight her evil army.”


  “Oh, I wish that were true.”


  “Me too.”


  Then he moved away, going to get his tools and finding something he could help with. Brianna followed his example and went outside looking for the dwarves. Bloc, Jute, and Hammert had stayed in the Feasting Hall, bunking in rooms Quinn had set up for them. But the other dwarves had camped further up in the mountains, somewhere between the village and the snow covered peaks.


  She took long strides, letting the exercise push away the fatigue of missing a night’s sleep. She had a long, heavy cloak on, but she stretched her arms, shoulders, and neck as she walked. With her stomach full and her body warm she wanted nothing more than to find a good place to rest, but there was no time for rest.


  She walked for nearly half an hour before she spotted the dwarves. They were already marching east. She hurried to catch up with them. They walked along the angled edges of the mountains as easily as she might walk through a meadow of wild flowers. The protruding boulders and tall evergreen trees were no obstacles to the dwarves. Brianna struggled to keep pace most of the time and almost called for one of the dragons to come and help her, but finally she caught up with Bloc who was at the head of the long column of dwarves, with Jute, Hammert, and Babaz.


  “Ah, I was hoping you would find us,” said Bloc.


  “I’m sorry I got such a late start,” Brianna said.


  “Not to worry, we dwarves are early risers but slow movers. I guessed you’d find us on the trail.”


  “What are we going to do?” she asked.


  “We’ve been given the task of setting up defensive positions along the foothills between the passes.”


  “And you need me to do what?”


  “Legend has it that Fire Spirits formed many of the tunnels and caverns under the mountains. Babaz seems to think that you might be able to use your power to carve trenches into the hills. Of course we can do that, but perhaps you can do it faster.”


  “I can,” Brianna said, seeing the wisdom of the plan. “Tell me what you want?”


  “Let’s start here,” Bloc said.


  He called a halt to the march. They were on a rather steep hill and he outlined his plan.


  “Fighting from a higher position is always best. The enemy must climb their way up to our position, while we sit and wait. They’ll be tired, we’ll have the momentum, and gravity will be on our side. But, it would make our position much stronger if we had a flat area to fight from. I was thinking you could carve out a spot in the side of the steepest hills. That way we could fight from a strong position, plus, if you hollow out a spot in the hills, we could keep the enemy from flanking us.”


  “Basically you want a hole in the side of the hill?”


  “That’s right, and if you’re up to it, make the space below that hole a little more cliff like.”


  “So that it’s flat and even harder to climb?”


  “Exactly. Imagine it being like the walls of a castle. The enemy would face a vertical obstacle while we would have the solid, flat surface to fight from.”


  “I think I can do that,” Brianna said.


  She moved away from Bloc and the other dwarves. Babaz was beaming with pride as he watched Brianna pour intense heat into the hillside. The thin grass caught flame and then just as quickly, dissolved into ash. The dirt glowed red, then began to run down around Brianna’s feet. She dove into the side of the red hot ground like a swimmer.


  “What in the forges of the gods just happened?” Bloc asked.


  “She’s tunneling into the hills,” Babaz said.


  “I’ve never seen anything like that,” said Hammert.


  “We saw her near one of the molten pools under the stepping stones,” Babaz said. “It’s really quite miraculous. She’s impervious to the heat.”


  “She would have to be to live with dragons,” Jute said.


  Brianna came bursting back out of the hillside, leaving a huge, gaping hole in the side of the hill. The molten rock came pouring out and she molded the thick liquid until it formed an almost vertical cliff nearly twenty feet high that led up to the newly formed cave. The wet ground steamed in the cold morning air around her. Brianna was covered with dancing flames, her clothes had melted away but the flames protected her modestly.


  “I would give this area some time to cool,” she said.


  The dwarves gathered as near as they could, staring into the opening. The cave was essentially a large room made mostly from solid rock. There were a few places were clay and dirt was visible, mainly around the edges.


  “It’s perfect,” said Bloc.


  “You honor us with your gifts, lass,” said Hammert.


  “Thank you,” Brianna said. “I can push on ahead and make more of these,” she volunteered. I’ve already called for help.”


  “Help from whom?” Bloc asked.


  “I’ll let one of the dragons take me on ahead. I can travel faster that way and you and your clansmen can follow at your own pace.”


  “It’s a good plan,” Bloc said. “We owe you our thanks.”


  “Your friendship is all I desire,” Brianna said. “It feels good to be helpful.”


  


  Chapter 13


  Zollin caught himself almost immediately. The darkness of the cavern seemed to pale in comparison to the darkness down in the crevasse. Zollin had had no idea there could be different shades of black, but perhaps the color wasn't what made the crevasse so much darker. Zollin had felt fear almost the entire time he’d been in the abyss. He’d been afraid when he fought the great black dragon, and when his back had been broken in his fall off of the mountain, but this fear was different. It was the deep seated, irrational fear that he remembered from his childhood. He was afraid now, hovering in the darkness, tamping down on the magical light that emanated from his body, and hoping he wouldn’t attract any more hideous monsters. That fear was almost tangible, it seemed to cling to him, to want to pull him down into the gaping hole.


  He forced his magic to lift him back up toward the huge cavern where the giant creature howled. He extinguished his magical light and slipped over the side. He lay panting in the darkness, as much from fear as from the physical exertion. He tried to see the great beast, whatever it was, but it was too dark. The wailing of the creature continued and Zollin did his best to see if perhaps the sound was getting closer, but the wail echoed off the rock walls and ceiling of the cavern so that it became impossible to discern if the beast was moving closer or not. He hoped it couldn’t see him and maybe it knew better than to move too close to the jagged crevasse.


  Terror seized Zollin and he instinctively raised his magical shield around his body. Every instinct told him to run, to get away, to flee, but he couldn’t see where to go. The last thing he needed was to go running off in the darkness and getting hurt. Then he felt it, the hot breath of the great one eyed beast rolled across him.


  Zollin let his magical light glow brighter than he had since coming into the abyss. The yowling creature bent over him, its thick tongue lolling out of the side of its mouth. The blood red gums were only a few feet away from him. Zollin rolled away from the behemoth and fell into the crevasse again. His heart was pounding hard in his chest as he levitated up and onto the wall of the crack, just below the surface of the cavern. He gripped the wall tightly, trying to slow his breathing, then suddenly he felt a giant hand grabbing hold of him. He raised his magical shield, but he was too late, the powerful spell kept the giant creature from crushing him, but Zollin was held fast in the monster’s grip.


  The behemoth bellowed again, but this time it was a cry of success. Zollin saw the giant maw open and knew instinctively the creature was raising its three fingered hand to its mouth. He waited until he felt the hot breath on his face again, then he lashed out with a powerful blast of magical energy fuelled by his anger and fear. Thick bolts of blue energy shot out and raced across the beast’s huge eye.


  It’s grip disappeared and Zollin fell. He wasn’t very high off the ground, only about thirty feet and in a split second, before he had time to slow his descent, he hit the ground feet first. He fell onto his back, his hip ablaze with pain. He knew he needed to run, to get as far from the giant creature as he could, but the pain was almost more than he could bear. He felt himself drifting toward unconsciousness and so he forced magic to flow into his hip, the same joint that had been wounded in his fight with the leffers when Gwendolyn had unleashed her evil magic on the Five Kingdoms. He blocked the pain and rolled to his knees. He was surprised that nothing else was hurt. He could have broken his legs, or injured his ankles as well as his hip, but everything worked as he scrambled to his feet.


  The behemoth was roaring in pain, a sound that reminded Zollin of a child’s cry of both fear and fury. He had just started running when a huge, boulder sized fist smashed down behind him. The creature lashed out; one thick hand covering its ruined eye, the other hammering down on the cavern floor hoping to smash him. Zollin’s limping run wasn’t fast, but he was far enough away that he felt reasonably sure the creature couldn’t reach him without moving.


  He ran beside the giant fissure, the pain in his hip starting to break through his magic and sending stabs of pain through his body. He needed to find a place to rest and heal himself, but the cavern was so huge he felt exposed and vulnerable. He kept moving, the creature’s cries echoing around the cavern. Zollin saw a small tunnel in the distance, but it was on the far side of the crevasse. He started to levitate himself across the fissure, but then a different sound rumbled through the cavern, almost like thunder. He looked up instinctively, but the sound wasn’t coming from above him. He let his light shine out, pushing back the overwhelming darkness around him. What he saw made his blood run cold. Coming out of the darkness was another behemoth, only this one wasn’t an infant. It was huge, so tall that all Zollin could see was the beast’s feet. They were broad, flat feet, with only three fat toes. They reminded zollin of the hands he’d seen on the creature behind him, only the feet were three times the size of the first creature’s hands. He had seen feasting halls smaller than this creature’s feet. He was afraid to look up, but he knew he had to.


  His hip was screaming with pain, but in that moment the pain was relegated to some other part of his mind. His body trembled and his breath came in ragged gasps. His magical light didn’t reach the top of the cavern, or even rise above the knee of the huge creature before him, so when the face appeared it was ghostly, as if it were floating down from the darkness above him. When he saw the giant, bloodshot eye, he screamed. It was covered with a milky, white film and yet Zollin saw the pupil dilate as it moved closer to the light. The mouth of the creature opened, revealing ragged, rotting teeth sticking out of bloody, swollen gums. The stench from its breath made Zollin gag. Fat whiskers the size of saplings, protruded from the swollen cheeks and the creature’s nose was like some sort of flesh colored cancerous growth.


  A huge hand came hurtling out of the darkness too fast for Zollin to dodge, even if he hadn’t been rooted to the spot by fear. He already had a magical shield around himself so the blow didn’t injure him but, like a back handed swipe at a pesky mosquito, he was sent flying across the cavern. He flew over the fissure and toward the smaller cave he had been trying to reach before the adult behemoth appeared. He hit the ground, but kept his focus, holding his magical shield firm around himself. He slid across the smooth cavern floor, his eyes closed, his magical light dimming.


  When he opened his eyes all he could see was the floor in front of his face and darkness all around him. He snuffed out his magical glow, preferring to hide in the darkness and hoping some great creature from the underworld didn’t come out of the darkness and step on him. He heard the beast he’d blinded wailing and the larger creature trying to comfort the infant giant.


  Zollin lay still wondering what he was doing. He had no idea where he was or where he was going. What, he wondered to himself, had made him think he could just climb down into the crack and find the evil sorceress? He longed in that moment for sunlight. He wanted to feel the warmth of the sun on his face so much that he began to cry. Silent tears streaked down his face and powerful sobs shook his body. He wanted to see his father again, to ride on Ferno’s broad, powerful back, to hold Brianna in his arms. He felt like he was losing his mind in the unending darkness of the abyss. The underworld is what Brianna had called this place and Zollin decided that was a good name for it. He had come down here not expecting to survive, but now the dread of never seeing the sun again made him despair.


  He knew he needed to get to safety, and he also knew he had to continue on his quest. There was no turning back. He couldn’t return to the people he loved, even if they were still alive and could beat back the enemy army of mutated soldiers Gwendolyn had sent to destroy them, and tell them that he had failed.


  He crawled forward, not sure if he was moving toward the cavern wall he’d seen with the smaller tunnel leading away from the behemoth’s lair, or if he was moving toward the crevasse. The pain in his hip made that leg unusable, even sliding across the smooth stone floor of the cavern made it throb with pain.


  “At least I know I’m alive,” he said out loud. His voice was scratchy. He guessed it was either from lack of use or from the strain of screaming. He had faced a giant before, but that was different. He could see then, it was dark out, but the sky was full of stars and Brianna’s pride of dragons had set the world around them on fire. He hadn’t defeated that giant, he realized, Brianna had done that. She had turned the ground around the giant into a field of molten rock until the huge monster had sunk back down into the earth. He hadn’t been paralyzed by fear though, he reminded himself. He had fought that giant, along with Brianna and her dragons. This time though, he’d been helpless. He wondered if it was even possible for one person all alone to reach the depths that Gwendolyn had sunk to. Brianna had seen her, and Zollin wondered how that was possible. He had been traveling for what felt like years, searching through dark corridors and crawling through tiny tunnels but he wasn’t any closer to reaching Gwendolyn than when he had begun.


  No, he told himself. That wasn’t true, he didn’t know how close the witch was. He had to keep moving, he had to find her and stop her. That was all that mattered. Even if he did die alone in the darkness, he had to keep trying. Everything he cared for and everyone he loved was depending on him. It didn’t matter if he never saw the sun again, or if he died. He had to stop the Sorceress and he resolved that he wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t give in to his fear and despair. He would do whatever it took to stop her so that no one he loved would have to face the horror he had seen. He would die before he let the Five Kingdoms fall into darkness.


  


  Chapter 14


  King Zorlan waited in the feasting hall. He felt like a spider. The trap was set and he was ready to spring it. It had taken longer for his surprise guest to arrive than he had thought, but the man was now here and Zorlan waited for Wilam to come down out of his suite of rooms. It was routine in the settlement of Walheta’s Gate to have a light midday meal. He was used to more luxurious fare, but he hadn’t complained. Since he’d learned of King Felix’s death, the King of Falxis’s future was growing brighter. He had half expected for King Felix to order his death immediately upon arriving. It was no less than he would have done himself, especially with the army that would have arrived with King Felix. No one could have stopped the King of Yelsia taking revenge on his rival, certainly not the sparse force of men King Zorlan still commanded. But now that King Felix was dead, Zorlan had an advantage. He had bested Wilam in battle before and had broken the boy who now wore the crown of Yelsia. Wilam hadn’t been in Yelsia when Zorlan and King Belphan had invaded. That meant that while Wilam had every right to be angry with Zorlan, he had more incentive to be afraid.


  Zorlan sipped the goblet of wine and watched the soldiers move around the room. The carpenter, Quinn, was working on a broken bench, most of Wilam’s officers had ridden out with the calvary earlier in the day. It was the perfect time for Zorlan to spring his trap. The dwarves were gone, as was Wilam’s betrothed. She was a sorceress of some power, Zorlan had heard. He wasn’t sure what made her different from the witch they were fighting, but at least for now she was on his side and it made him more comfortable to know that she was away from the feasting hall on some errand too. Willam would never be more exposed than he was at this moment.


  Of course simply killing him outright wouldn’t accomplish anything. If Zorlan had Wilam assassinated, the soldiers would blame Zorlan and elect another of their officers king. They would probably have Zorlan killed for the crime as well. It would be almost impossible to avoid being blamed for such a crime. So King Zorlan had come up with a different way to remove Wilam from power, where he would be seen as the innocent party and hopefully open an avenue for him to take the throne in Yelsia. From there, he could defeat the witch’s army and then continue his conquest of the Five Kingdoms.


  * * *


  Wilam sat on a stool, lost in thought. So much had changed so quickly for the young king that he felt almost paralyzed by the weight of it all. He had thought that marrying Brianna would make things easier, but Quinn had pulled him aside along with General Hausey. They both counselled him to wait, to make his marriage part of a great victory celebration when they returned to Yelsia. He could certainly see the wisdom in that. He could combine his official coronation with his marriage and the news of their victory over the witch. It would help usher in his rein by softening the news of his father’s death at the hands of a traitor.


  So Wilam had put off his plans, although he hadn’t talked to Brianna about any of it. He knew she was hesitant, but what he didn’t know was why she was hesitant. Perhaps she was just too occupied with the war that was quickly approaching. He wanted desperately to believe that was what kept Brianna from him. She was certainly busy enough, he rarely saw her. In fact Brianna and the dragons were a crucial aspect of the defense against Gwendolyn’s evil army. But despite all the evidence to support this belief, Wilam felt deep in his heart that Brianna didn’t truly love him. In fact, he was so afraid she might reject him, he refused to talk to her about their marriage or his plans.


  He had always dreamed of becoming king, he’d spent hours imagining the pomp and circumstance that would surround his coronation. In all those fantasies he never considered that his father would be murdered, or that he would be handed the crown in the middle of the forest and given the responsibility of saving the kingdom. Of course as a child he’d daydreamed of leading great armies into battle, but after being defeated by King Zorlan, he couldn’t help but second guess his strategies. It didn’t help that Zorlan cast doubt on his every decision as, in an excruciatingly vocal and public manner. The pauper king from Falxis constantly argued that he should be the supreme commander in the coming engagements. Brianna, along with all of Wilam’s advisors had urged him to stand firm and believe in himself. Unfortunately, that was proving more difficult with each passing day.


  Wilam’s biggest fear had always been that he would be rejected as king. It wasn’t completely unheard of for a kingdom to rise up and demand that a king step aside in place of a better ruler. Of course a king with enough power could slaughter enough innocent people to ensure that no one ever challenged their right to rule, but Wilam could never be such a cruel tyrant. Still, if the generals marching in with the king’s army from the coast wanted, they could rally the army’s support and oust him from the throne. It was such a frightening thought he couldn’t find the strength to do much more than sit and stare. His staff of officers stayed busy, and he did his best to look as though he were filling his hours with contemplation of their every move in the coming battle, but the truth was he was terrified. All the confidence and excitement he had felt through the years was gone, replaced by a terrible doubt in his own abilities that no amount of encouragement could shake.


  He took the crown off his head. The gold circlet was simple, little more than a band of gold that fit snugly around his head. He had grown used to the weight of it, and the cold metal warmed to the temperature of his skin quickly enough that he could wear it for hours without noticing anymore. Still, he felt like a child playing dress up. This was his father’s crown, and it seemed strange to Wilam that he was wearing it now. He turned the crown in his hands, admiring the way the gold reflected the light. Then he noticed the inscription and tilted the crown so the light caught on the lettering and he could read it.


  Selix, Gyia, Tig


  He was more than a little surprised to realize the crown had the names of three dragons carved into it. It had to be a recent addition to the crown, Wilam realized. His father had only heard of the dragons a little over a month earlier and there was no way those names had been there all along. These were the same three dragons his father had taken control of and he wondered if their names carved into the golden crown had something to with how. He searched the crown for any other inscriptions or hidden details but there was none. He placed the crown back on his head and thought of Gyia. Of course he could communicate with the serpentine purple dragon as long as Gyia was close enough. Their bond was strong, and Gyia responded to his inquiry. The purple dragon sent him a mental image of the cavalry soldiers riding through low hills, preparing for their strafing attacks on the witch’s mutated army. He sent the dragon a sense of contentment and Gyia returned his sentiments.


  Then he thought of Tig, the small, blue dragon only recently restored to full health. Wilam had never had any sort of connection to the other dragons, just Gyia. But now he felt the dragon’s joy as it soared high above the clouds. He could feel Tig’s exertion as it sped faster than any other dragon, flying south to scout the enemy army. It had left the mountains only recently, but it had already overtaken Gyia and the legion of cavalry led by General Hausey. It would be able to see the enemy soon.


  Then Wilam thought of Selix. The great golden dragon was with Brianna now, carrying her toward another steep hill. Wilam could sense Selix’s feelings of worry and the dragon’s vigilant watch for danger. He realized he could control the dragons, but he didn’t know why. He reached up and removed the crown from his head. Immediately the connection he had with Selix was broken. He tried to contact Gyia, but the purple dragon was too far away. He set the crown back on his head and immediately he could feel all three dragons. The sense of control was strong and made him feel a little giddy. The dragons were under his command.


  “Circle,” he told Selix.


  The golden dragon turned in the air, performing a slow circuit of the hill it was descending toward.


  “Roll!” he said out loud, pushing the command toward Tig.


  The blue dragon pulled up, extending its wings and turning a complete flip in mid air. Wilam smiled and stood. His fears suddenly seemed as inconsequential as rain to the ocean. How could he doubt that anyone would refuse him now? He had three dragons under his direct control.


  “I think its time we eat,” he told the officers in the room.


  The men nodded and followed him out of the anteroom where his personal belongings were kept and where all the trappings of his command had been laid out for easy access. He strode down the wooden stairs toward the feasting hall feeling more confident than he had in a long time. He could smell the food being prepared. It was simple fare, but the aroma of baking bread still filled the feasting hall, along with the strong scent of ale and wine. He saw wheels of cheese laid out on the tables, with loaves of bread and crocks of soft butter. There would be left over meat from the night before, but the kitchen staff had yet to bring the meat or ale out of the store rooms.


  Wilam sat down, flanked by his officers and sliced into a thick loaf of crusty bread. He smeared his slice of bread with butter and was just lifting it to his lips when he saw something which made his hand freeze. His heart began to flutter and fear sank its fangs into his heart. His hands shook and he felt his bowels turning to water.


  “What is it, my lord?” asked Symon, a young noble who had become a close advisor to King Wilam after serving on his staff as they marched south from Felson.


  Wilam didn’t respond, nor could he look away from the blank stare of the man across the room. It was Ebain, King Zorlan’s torturer, the man who had spent an entire night slowly cutting, prying, and sawing Wilam’s legs in order to make him tell King Zorlan all he knew about the defenses of the Grand City.


  He was finding it hard to breathe. His chest felt heavy, as if there were ropes tied around his chest and slowly tightening. Sweat broke out on his forehead and on his back. The urge to run, to get as far away from Ebain was almost overwhelming, but somehow King Wilam managed to stay in his seat. His food was forgotten and his staff of advisors, now only a handful of men since General Hausey had taken most of the officers with the cavalry that was moving south to slow the enemy’s advance, had no idea what was bothering their king.


  “My lord, you aren’t well,” said Symon. “Let us get you upstairs where you can rest.”


  “No,” he said through gritted teeth.


  His fear was building into anger. The realization that he now had three dragons at his beck and call gave him confidence. He knew that Brianna would not be happy about his discovery, but Wilam was King now; it was only fitting that he had control of the pride of dragons.


  He rose slowly to his feet. His gaze was fixed on Ebain, who stood a little behind and to the right of King Zorlan. Wilam missed the small smile that appeared on Zorlan’s jowly face. Wilam ignored the men around him and moved around the table he’d been seated at. His legs felt stiff and his knees weak, but he willed himself to move forward. He walked to Zorlan’s table and stared at Ebain.


  “Young Wilam,” King Zorlan said. “You look as white as a sheet. Has someone walked over your grave?”


  “You…” Wilam said, pointing at Ebain and ignoring Zorlan, “you are a dead man.”


  Ebain didn’t speak, in fact his expression never changed. It was almost as if the torturer didn’t even hear Wilam’s threat.


  “What is this?” King Zorlan said loudly. “You can’t just threaten my men.”


  “He’s your torturer!” Wilam shouted. “He spent hours hacking into my feet and legs.”


  “King Wilam,” Zorlan said, feigning outrage. “Torture is a crime against all the people of the Five Kingdoms. I’ll not sit idle while you accuse me of such behavior.”


  “It was him,” Wilam said. “I’ll never forget his face.”


  “This is outrageous! You shall take back your baseless accusations and apologize for your base behavior this instant or I shall have satisfaction.”


  “It’s not baseless and you know it, you swine. You tortured me for information so you could capture the Grand City.”


  “Lies,” King Zorlan shouted. “Baseless lies. Where is your proof?”


  “My testimony is all the proof I need,” Wilam said. He reached for his sword, but it was still in the anteroom upstairs.


  “You were tortured?” King Zorlan said.


  “Of course I was. You ordered it. You were there.”


  “No… I wasn’t,” Zorlan sneered. “If you were tortured then tell us what happened to you.”


  “I was taken prisoner and held inside a tent on the road to the Grand City. Your monster there,” King Wilam thrust his hand through the air like a sword blow, pointing his finger at Ebain, “tortured me for hours.”


  “For hours? Really, King Wilam, have you lost your mind?”


  “No, don’t sully me with your lies, Zorlan. You know I speak the truth.”


  “What did he do to you for hours?” King Zorlan asked in a mocking tone.


  “He cut my legs.”


  “Surely not.”


  “He tore away my toe nails and cut into my joints.”


  “And now here you are, walking as naturally as anyone. I think you’ve lost your mind,” King Zorlan said. “How can we let such a lunatic lead our armies?”


  “This isn’t the time or the place for this,” Quinn said. He had come into the Feasting hall with Mansel when they heard the shouting inside.


  “No, I will not be insulted in this fashion,” Zorlan went on. “Let King Wilam offer proof or I will have satisfaction.”


  “I’ll have his head on a pike!” Wilam shouted.


  “Proof! I demand proof,” Zorlan shouted.


  The room was in an uproar. Wilam’s staff of advisors were shouting and the men with King Zorlan shouted back. Quinn tried to quiet them, but his cries fell on deaf ears. Finally, Mansel drew his sword, the shinning blade whistled through the air before slapping broadside on the wooden table. The resulting sound was louder than the shouting, like a crack of thunder.


  “Quiet!” Mansel bellowed, which finally stopped the shouting.


  “I have been accused of a crime,” King Zorlan said. “I want proof.”


  “What proof?” King Wilam said loudly.


  “Show us your legs? If you were tortured as you say, there will be scars on your legs. Let us see them.”


  It was a gamble on King Zorlan’s part. He didn’t know for sure that Wilam had no marks from the torture, but somehow the young prince had been healed or there was no way he would be able to walk, Zorlan was sure of that.


  “There are no scars,” Wilam spat. “The wizard healed me.”


  “What wizard?”


  “Zollin of course, the wizard of Yelsia.”


  “Did anyone see this?” King Zorlan said angrily. “Can anyone verify that Wilam was tortured?”


  There was silence. King Wilam was too angry, his fear fuelling his rage, to notice that he had walked into a trap.


  “Brianna can verify it,” Wilam said, his voice cracking with tension.


  “Your betrothed? She is not a reliable witness. Besides, she isn’t even here.”


  “If King Wilam says that Brianna can verify his story, then she can,” Quinn said, trying to keep his own temper in check.


  “Of course, of course, that’s what all the loyal Yelsian subjects would say. But you are accusing the sovereign ruler of Falxis and I can see only one way to resolve this issue.” King Zorlan let his statement hang in the air for a moment, then he sprang his trap. “I call for trial by combat.”


  The statement caught everyone off guard except for Wilam. His rage blinded him to any thought of King Zorlan’s duplicity. Before his advisors could stop him, Wilam shouted his agreement.


  “Done! We shall do it now. Clear the room and bring me my sword. I’ll spill your guts Zorlan, and then I’m coming after you,” he shouted, pointing at Ebain.


  King Zorlan just laughed. King Wilam’s advisors were whispering in his ear, trying to calm down their lord, but Quinn noticed the laugh and he felt a cold ball of fear knotting up inside his stomach.


  “As you have accused me and Ebain, I shall let Ebain fight the duel,” Zorlan said.


  “What?” King Wilam asked, for the first time realizing that his rival was manipulating the situation.


  “Ebain shall be my champion,” Zorlan said.


  “Then I shall be King Wilam’s,” Mansel said in a low, menacing voice.


  For the first time Ebain looked at Mansel. The passionless, yet intense stare would have unnerved most men, but Mansel didn’t flinch. He’d been busy with Quinn, but the tension building up inside him needed an outlet and he thought fighting Zorlan’s torturer might be exactly what he needed.


  “No,” Wilam said, putting a hand on Mansel’s shoulder. “This is my fight and I welcome it.”


  “My lord,” Quinn said, “think this through. What will happen if you lose?”


  “He’s right, my King,” said Symon. “You are much to valuable to risk your life in a duel.”


  “It is my accusation,” Wilam said. “I will not let another risk his life for me. No one fights in my stead, not anymore.”


  “This is fruitless,” Quinn said. “We should be focused on fighting the enemy, not each other.”


  “Bring the king his sword,” Zorlan said. “Let him back up his accusations with steel.”


  “We should wait, my liege,” said Symon. “At least wait until the army arrives.”


  “Of course, you should have an entire army to back up your cowardly lies,” King Zorlan sneered.


  “You are baiting him on purpose, King Zorlan,” Quinn said angrily. “We all see it.”


  “Of course I am. He has besmirched my honor, and thereby the honor of Falxis and of my royal ancestors. I shall not let this insult pass. I demand satisfaction. Trial by combat is a time honored right. I am within my rights and would be in any of the Five Kingdoms.”


  “One hour,” Wilam said angrily.


  “In the courtyard,” Zorlan replied, a smile playing around his lips.


  “Prepare yourself, Ebain,” Wilam spat the name as if it left a vile taste in his mouth. “You shall pay for your crimes on the edge of my sword.”


  Ebain didn’t reply, in fact he didn’t even look at King Wilam. He was focused solely on Mansel and the big sword that was now propped across Mansel’s thick shoulder. There was a cold, predatory look in his eye, and Mansel used all his self control not to spring across the table that separated them and cut his advisory down. He didn’t know why he felt such danger emanating from Ebain, but he knew one thing for certain, King Wilam wasn’t a match for the cold blooded killer. Mansel worried that none of them were.


  Chapter 15


  Quinn and Mansel followed Wilam to his rooms. Most of the king’s advisors were younger men, all nobles. Back in Orrock he would have ministers who oversaw the various aspects of the kingdom, but here he was surrounded by young warriors anxious to test themselves and advance their standing among the nobility of Yelsia. Still, none of them looked excited about seeing their King in single combat.


  “Where is my sword?” he asked to no one in particular.


  “It is here, my Liege,” said one of the advisors.


  “King Wilam,” Quinn said as he moved to Wilam’s side. “Think this through, please. What do you gain by fighting King Zorlan’s champion now?”


  “Justice,” Wilam said, trying to sound more confident than he felt.


  “It’s a trap,” Mansel said. “We all walked into it, but discretion is the better part of valor. You should walk away now.”


  “And be called a coward?”


  “Lead your men well,” Mansel said calmly, “and no one will call you a coward.”


  “I cannot let their evil go unpunished,” Wilam said fiercely. “Bring me some armor!”


  “Let Mansel be your champion,” Quinn argued. “You are too valuable to risk.”


  “No! I swore I would kill Ebain and now that opportunity has presented itself.”


  “He won’t be easy to kill,” Mansel said. “You know that, right? King Zorlan wants this. He practically goaded you into it.”


  “Right will prevail, you will see gentlemen,” Wilam said. “For now, I must prepare. I trust you can show yourselves out.”


  Quinn turned to leave, the frustration evident on his face.


  “Let me serve as your second,” Mansel said.


  Willam looked the big warrior up and down. They had first met on the road as Quinn and Wilam fled from Osla. Wilam remembered that Mansel had been Quinn’s partner but the two had quarrelled and parted ways. Now it seemed their friendship was as tight as ever. Mansel was a big man, young but strong. He had the strength of a smithy, but he was more athletic and fierce in a fight. Wilam had trained with weapons and combat tactics for most of his life, but Mansel was a natural fighter. Quinn had trained the younger man from the knowledge he’d gained serving in the king’s army and then in the Royal Guard, but Mansel’s skill with a sword had soon outpaced his teacher’s.


  “Alright,” he said. “But you must not interfere with the duel.”


  “As you wish,” Mansel said.


  King Wilam had armor. He had carried it with him from Orrock, although he’d not found reason to use the heavy metal plates. It started with finely woven chain mail. He was draped with a quilted undergarment, then the long chain mail was dropped over his head. It had sleeves and hung down to his knees. The lower portion was split in front and back so that it could be tied with leather thongs to protect his thighs. Then came a solid chest plate that hung over his shoulders. There was a metal plate in front and back and to these were hung scalloped metal armor to cover his midsection and lower back. Shoulder pieces were added as well, with long metal tubes for his upper arms to fit into. The armor was hinged to allow free movement, but the weight, Mansel saw, would be difficult to manage.


  Thick leather gloves were pulled on and then metal gauntlets attached to his hands to protect his fingers, hands, and forearms. One advisor carried Wilam’s shield, another his helmet, which covered his head and had adjustable cheek plates and a nose guard. The armor was well made, but Wilam moved slowly under the weight of it. Mansel couldn’t help but assume that Ebain, King Zorlan’s champion would capitalize on the lack of speed. The armor was fine on horse back, Mansel assumed, since the animal would carry the weight of it, but in a duel King Wilam needed speed. Still, no one could imagine the lone heir to the Yelsian throne going into single combat without armor, so no one suggested he leave some of it behind.


  The wooden stairs groaned under Wilam’s weight and Mansel saw Quinn waiting for them down near the big double doors that led out of the feasting hall to the courtyard which had been the center of the small settlement. Nycoll was waiting as well. She looked worried and Mansel wanted to go to her, to comfort her, but he would have to rely on Quinn to do that.


  The double doors were thrown open and the gray day seemed to reflect the muted attitudes of the Yelsians. The clouds were heavy and low, threatening more snow. Most of the snow fall from the night before had melted, making the ground muddy and slick. The courtyard was essentially a large square of grass. It had served as the market place and playground for the village of Walheta’s Gate, now it was empty. What clutter had been left out on the square had now been cleared away. King Zorlan waited with his back to the feasting hall, a thick, purple cloak was draped over his hunched shoulders. Ebain stood close to his king, the torturer’s face was blank, his eyes cold and dark.


  King Wilam’s staff followed him and lined the side of the square nearest the feasting hall, opposite Zorlan’s smaller group of soldiers and servants. He turned once Wilam stopped moving forward. Mansel saw that Wilam was sizing up his opponent. Ebain wore no armor save for a stiff leather vest and a skull cap.


  “So, you are intent on fighting,” King Zorlan taunted. “I didn’t think you had the courage, pup.”


  “Save your insults,” King Wilam shouted. “Your words are worthless on the field of honor. The truth will be made plain.”


  “As you wish,” Zorlan said.


  He nodded to a servant who stepped over to Ebain with two large, metal weapons.


  “What are those?” asked Symon, who stood behind Wilam and Mansel.


  They didn’t have an answer so they just watched as Ebain shoved his hands down inside what looked like square, metal tubes. The tubes extended past his hands and down his forearms, almost to his elbows. From the center of each metal tube, just above the hand was a thick metal blade. The weapons transformed Ebain’s arms into swords.


  “He won’t be able to bend his wrists,” Mansel said. “And they’re probably heavy. Avoid them and strike his body or legs.”


  “I know how to fight,” Wilam said angrily. “I’m not a sheltered child who needs a tutor.”


  “No,” Mansel said, “I meant no offense.”


  “You are not to interfere unless they first act dishonorably, do you understand?”


  “Yes, my lord,” Mansel said through gritted teeth.


  “Good.” He turned to Symon. “My helmet.”


  The heavy helmet was fitted onto King Wilam’s head, and secured with leather straps. He drew his sword; it was long and narrow, with an ornate hand guard. Mansel thought it looked fragile compared to the sword arms of Wilam’s opponent. Another officer hefted his shield, holding it while the king fit it tightly to his armored left hand and forearm.


  “Ready!” shouted Wilam.


  “We are ready,” King Zorlan replied. “Let the trial by combat begin.”


  Both men moved forward slowly. Ebain rolled his head around on his shoulders, loosening his neck muscles but letting the heavy sword hands hang at his side. Wilam kept his chin low, gazing at his opponent through the narrow eye slits of his helmet. They came within striking distance and then began to circle. Ebain’s expression never changed. He looked as calm and blank as a witless child. Only the torturer’s eyes showed his true intelligence and the danger the man posed. They had circled half way around when Wilam feinted forward, flicking his sword up toward Ebain’s exposed chest. Had the attack been real perhaps the torturer would have reacted, or perhaps Wilam would have ended the duel in one swift blow, but Ebain didn’t flinch. His arms were still hanging at his sides, his face still blank. The tip of Wilam’s long sword came within an inch of the torturer’s chest, then darted away.


  Mansel felt a sick feeling. He could tell that Wilam was growing over confident and they still didn’t know what Ebain was capable of with his strange weapons. Wilam next pretended to sway to his left, then suddenly struck to his right. He brought his sword around in a graceful arc that would have shredded Ebain’s throat, but the torturer simply raised his arm, so that the sword on his left hand was pointed up toward the sky. Wilam’s sword bounced off the heavier blade with a ping that reverberated in the cold air.


  Then Ebain struck, raising the sword on his right hand and hammering it down toward Wilam’s shield. The strength of the blow sent Wilam reeling backwards with a ragged gash in his shield.


  “At this pace Wilam will be chopped to bits,” Quinn said quietly. He had come up behind and a little beside Mansel.


  “What can we do?” the warrior asked.


  “You can’t do anything,” Symon said firmly. “You heard King Wilam, you are not to act unless provoked by King Zorlan.”


  Wilam next tried a thrust toward Ebain’s chest, but the torturer was faster than anyone had anticipated, even with the heavy weapons. He twisted and swayed away from the king’s sword and then used the momentum to strike out at Wilam. This time Ebain swung low with his right hand, forcing Wilam to drop his shield to defend against the heavy sword. At the same time Ebain swung his left hand weapon in a level arc toward Wilam’s shoulder. Wilam was off balance and unable to escape. The thick weapon smashed into the sculpted metal of Willam’s shoulder armor, crumpling it and thumping hard on Wilam’s upper arm. The armor kept Ebain’s weapon from severing the arm, but it had obviously made a powerful impact.


  Wilam cried out in pain, his sword arm dropping to his side as he backed up. Ebain could have closed with Wilam, could have pressed his advantage, but he waited, the faintest hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.


  “He’s toying with him,” Quinn said.


  Mansel could only grit his teeth and watch.


  Wilam’s arm was twitching and stinging from the deprived blood flow. He felt the familiar tingle, which always reminded him of ants crawling up and down his arm, as if he had sat propped against his arm too long and it had fallen asleep. He tried to shake the limb and get some strength to return, but it didn’t help. Rage reddened his vision. He couldn’t believe Zorlan’s torturer had hurt him. He’d sworn to himself it would never happen again. He lowered his shoulder behind his shield and dashed forward, straight at Ebain.


  Mansel saw Ebain’s weight shift to the balls of his feet and he knew instinctively that Ebain would spin out of the way of Wilam’s charge. Ebain’s knees flexed and at the very last possible moment, he spun to his right, dodging Wilam and letting his own sword slash out and smack Wilam in the one place along his back that wasn’t protected. Willam had no armor over his buttocks, only the chain mail protected him there. The blade hit hard, snapping several of the metal links and gouging them into his backside.


  Wilam shouted in pain and rage again, spinning to meet his attacker but Ebain was already thrusting his sword toward him. The king’s shield met the blow, but it knocked him backward. Wilam dropped his sword and his arms windmilled as he tried to stay on his feet. Ebain followed his first strike with a second, bringing his sword around in a long, overhead strike so that the blade was chopping down like an axe. Wilam raised his shield in the knick of time, but again the strike was so powerful that it knocked his shield down and Ebain’s sword clanged onto Wilam’s helmet.


  “He’s getting killed out there,” Quinn said worriedly.


  “He’s not out of it yet,” Mansel said.


  Wilam was still moving backward, but he pulled a dagger from his belt with his free hand and slashed at Ebain as the torturer closed in again. The dagger was long and thin, more decorative than deadly, but the blade slashed across Ebain’s exposed midriff and left a red gash in the torturer’s stomach.


  Finally it was Ebain who was moving backward, one arm folded over the wound in his stomach, so that his sword blade pointed up at an angle over the opposite shoulder. Wilam dug his boots into the wet ground and launched himself forward, using his shield like a battering ram. Ebain brought his sword up but Wilam’s momentum drove the torturer backwards several paces. Wilam dropped to one knee and retrieved his sword just as Ebain started toward him again.


  Wilam started to rise, but his foot slipped and the weight of his armor made him stagger to the side, completely off balance. Ebain slashed at Wilam’s leg and this time the strength of the blow not only severed the chain mail but cut a wicked gash in Wilam’s thigh. The king screamed in pain before falling to his knees. As Ebain closed on Willam, the king thrust his sword forward. Ebain dodged but the blade slid along the torturer’s hip, slicing the thick leather belt and drawing blood, but it didn’t stop Ebain from moving forward and hacking down with his heavy sword. The attack wasn’t as exact as it should have been, which was the only thing that saved Wilam’s arm from being severed. The thick metal sword blade came down at a slight angle, so that it didn’t connect with the armor on Wilam’s biceps right on the edge where it might have done the most damage. Still, it crumpled the metal armor and snapped Wilam’s bone.


  King Wilam toppled onto his side with a cry of pain and Ebain slashed down with his heavy sword again, this time hacking into Wilam’s exposed side. The scalloped armor broke away and the chain mail was severed, so that the blade bit deep into his side. Blood burst out in a spray that turned the air pink and covered Ebain in tiny crimson dots.


  Mansel was moving before he even realized what he was doing. He dashed across the open square toward King Wilam, his sword drawn and extended. He heard the shouts of people around him but made nothing out except for Nycoll’s piercing scream.


  Ebain had raised his sword again, this time for the killing stroke. Mansel slid across the wet ground, extending his sword to save Wilam. Ebain’s blade fell like an axe, a blow that should have severed the young king’s head and ended his short rein, but Mansel’s sword blocked the stroke. The long sword that Mansel carried was broad and strong, but with just enough flex in the steel to keep it from being brittle. The power of Ebain’s downward blow pushed Mansel’s sword down and the tip stuck into the ground. The blade flexed a little, but stopped the torturer from killing the king.


  Mansel didn’t wait to see what Ebain’s reaction would be. He kicked the torturer in the hip, driving him backward, away from Wilam.


  “What is this?” screeched King Zorlan. “No one can interfere in a trial by combat.”


  Mansel ignored the outraged monarch, instead he focused all his attention on Ebain. The cold blooded killer had stumbled back, but now his eyes locked on his new prey. Mansel knew he would have to kill Ebain or forever be looking over his shoulder. Still, he didn’t want to sully King Wilam’s reputation without first trying to salvage it if he could.


  “You won,” Mansel said. “There’s no need to kill him.”


  Ebain didn’t speak, he just looked at Mansel with a cold intensity that made his intentions clear.


  “You can walk away,” Mansel said, as he got back to his feet. He slung the mud off of his sword and took a two handed grip, holding the sword low, by his hip, the tip pointing up into the gray sky. “You don’t have to die today.”


  “You are a killer?” Ebain asked, his voice soft and higher pitched than Mansel thought it should have been.


  “If you engage me,” Mansel said. “I will cut you down without mercy.”


  Ebain smiled.


  Then the two men were charging at each other. Ebain had his left arm straight out in front of him, like a lance, the sword on that fist pointed at Mansel’s chest. His right arm held his second weapon high over his shoulder, ready to strike. Mansel had only a split second to react. He spun at the last second, dodging the first blade and moving to Ebain’s left side so that the torturer’s upraised weapon couldn’t reach him.


  Mansel’s sword came around as he spun. He didn’t extend it fully, but kept his spin tight. He didn’t want the blade to get wedged in bone and allow the torturer the split second he would need to strike at Mansel with his heavy swords. Instead, Mansel let the blade bite into the back of Ebain’s left shoulder. It was a minor wound, but the cut was painful and would make wielding the heavy weapon difficult.


  Ebain didn’t cry out or react to the wound. Instead he turned, his feet slipping a little on the wet grass. He brought the sword in his right hand down in a diagonal stroke that would have taken Mansel in the neck but the big warrior raised his sword and caught the heavy blade near his cross guard. For an instant their eyes locked, both men reflecting their hatred for the other. Then Mansel’s foot flicked out, slamming into Ebain’s crotch. The blow should have brought the torturer to his knees, but Ebain only staggered back. Mansel hadn’t expect the torturer to be a eunuch and while the kick was hard enough to bruise, it didn’t debilitate the way Mansel intended it.


  Ebain raised his left sword, but while the torturer may not have been susceptible to pain, a weakness had set into that arm from Mansel’s cut. The sword moved slower than before and Mansel batted the strike away easily. Ebain let the weapon on his left hand go and the forced from Mansel’s blow knocked the strange weapon several feet away.


  Ebain drew a dagger, longer than Wilam’s and much more deadly. The dull gray blade was a weapon, not a decoration or mere symbol of wealth. Ebain swung his thick sword in a savage over head blow, bringing the blade around like a windmill and chopping down at Mansel. The big warrior brought his own blade up horizontally just above his head, blocking the strike, but Mansel knew the sword play was just a distraction. He was forced to spin around Ebain as the torturer brought the dagger up to gut his opponent. The blade slashed through Mansel’s thick shirt and gouged into his side, slicing the flesh with a long, shallow cut before being pulled free by Mansel’s spin.


  Mansel grunted in pain, but immediately brought his sword down, driving the pommel into Ebain’s lower back. The blow sent the torturer staggering forward. Both men turned at the same time. Then Mansel feinted to his right, before planting his foot in the soft ground and spinning to his left. Ebain slashed with the big sword, thrusting it out in front of him and extending his arm. Mansel brought his own weapon down in a vicious chop that caught the torturer on his extended and exposed arm. Mansel’s blade fell right at Ebain’s elbow, severing the limb cleanly. Blood fountained as Ebain turned, his face a rigid mask that hid the pain. The dagger in his left hand was striking out, like a serpent but Mansel backed away.


  “Stop him!” shouted King Zorlan, trying to save his savage servant.


  Mansel saw the soldiers rushing forward and knew he only had an few seconds to end the fight. He saw Ebain moving forward, his left arm rising to slash at Mansel’s throat. The big warrior dropped to one knee and drove his sword forward, thrusting the razor sharp point straight at Ebain’s stomach. The torturer tried to turn away, but Mansel’s blow was too fast, it caught Ebain just to the side of his navel and plunged straight through his back. Ebain froze, looking down, his blank face taking in the killing stroke and then he fell back.


  Mansel jerked his blade free and stood up, the strain was difficult and his head felt light. He was weak but he had no time to rest. Three soldiers were rushing toward him. He raised his sword but suddenly two throwing knives buried themselves in the chests of two of the soldiers. Mansel felt Quinn move silently past him. The third soldier hesitated once his two companions fell dead in the mud.


  “No more killing!” Quinn shouted. “We aren’t the enemy.”


  “You have interfered with a sacred right,” King Zorlan shouted. “I want both their heads.”


  “Don’t be a fool,” Quinn said coldly.


  “You are nothing but a meddling old man,” King Zorlan said. “You shall suffer for this outrage.”


  “You started a fight and it got out of hand,” Quinn said. “I suggest you go back to your rooms and hope King Wilam lives. Otherwise his army might just decide you should join him in death.”


  “I am the sovereign ruler in Falxis. I will lead this army to victory and you shall grovel at my feet when this is over. If you are lucky enough to live through it.”


  King Zorlan, content with his victory, stalked back toward the feasting hall. Mansel put his hand on Quinn’s shoulder and leaned on his mentor.


  “Thanks,” he said.


  Nycoll came running up and immediately pressed a cloth to the wound in Mansel’s side. Quinn squeezed Mansel’s hand and went to join the officers who had gathered around Wilam. The young king lay in the mud, struggling to breathe.


  “We need to get him up to his room,” Quinn said. “Nycoll can look after him.”


  “You four get him to his room,” Symon said, taking charge. “Garhet, ride to the village in the mountains, bring back a healer as soon as possible. Don’t take no for an answer.”


  “Where are you going?” asked one of the other officers.


  “I’m going to make sure the army gets here as soon as they can. You keep an armed guard on King Wilam’s door until I return. No one other than Nycoll and the healer gets in, is that understood?”


  “We’ll make sure he’s safe,” Quinn said.


  They hefted Wilam, who was unconscious, and carried him inside. Quinn went back to Nycoll and Mansel. She was helping Mansel walk back toward the feasting hall.


  “I’ll get him inside,” Quinn said. “The King needs your help now.”


  “Clean his wound,” Nycoll said. “I’ll be along to stitch it up soon.”


  She hurried away.


  “I wish Zollin was here,” Mansel said.


  “Me too,” Quinn replied. “What were you thinking?”


  “I couldn’t let that bastard kill our king.”


  “He may have done that already,” Quinn said, pressing his hand against the cloth over Mansel’s wound so hard it made the big warrior squirm. “Oh, don’t be a baby now. You may have saved our king, but you’ve put the rest of us in danger. King Zorlan won’t rest until he’s seen us dead.”


  “So why did you get involved?” Mansel asked. “I could have killed those three soldiers myself.”


  Quinn shook his head. “I lost you once,” he said. “But I won’t let that happen again. You and Brianna are the only family I have left.”


  


  Chapter 16


  Zollin crawled along on his stomach. In the darkness he had no concept of how far he had traveled. His leg was hurting so bad he nearly passed out, but he let the pain keep him motivated. He forced himself to keep moving. He knew that once he healed the pain in his hip he would pass out. Fatigue had rushed in as the adrenaline faded from his system and it was a struggle to keep moving. The last thing he wanted was to fall asleep and be found by the giants that inhabited the huge cavern.


  Eventually he found the wall he’d seen. It took, what seemed to Zollin, a long time to find the crack he was looking for. The cavern wall was rough and uneven. There were a lot of false openings and smaller cracks in the stone, but eventually he found a place he could crawl into. He felt better immediately just being surrounded by the heavy stone. He had thought before that being in tight quarters made the darkness seem more oppressive, but being in the huge cavern made him feel weak and exposed. He crawled in the small crack, fighting to keep from screaming in pain as he dragged his ruined hip into the tight space.


  Once he was confident he was in the crack far enough that the giant creatures in the cavern couldn’t reach him, he let his magic flow into his hips. One hip was perfect, the other was swollen and sticking out at an odd angle. He could feel the round end of his thigh bone protruding from the socket in his hip bone. Even though he did his best to block the pain, moving the bone back into place was painful. When the pain signals slipped past his magical block, he wanted to scream. But eventually he got the bone back into place and massaged the swelling with his magic. He was sweating profusely and he dug into his pack to find his water. He swallowed the final few drops that remained in the canteen, and then fell asleep.


  When he awoke he hurt all over, not from his run in with the monsters in the cavern, but from sleeping in the cramped crack. He did his best to find a more comfortable position and went back to sleep. When he woke next, his kidney’s ached. He knew he needed more water, so he decided it was time to use his magic. He let it flow out in into the rock and into the cavern. The rock seemed dense and he felt the crack he’d crawled into narrowed after a few more feet and ended. The cavern on the other hand was immense, as was the crevasse that split the cavern.


  Zollin touched the giants with his magic and decided they must be sleeping. They lay stretched on the stone floor, the smaller of the two huddled in the larger’s arms. It would have been a moving scene if it weren’t so terrifying, Zollin thought. He crawled out of the crack and got to his feet. His muscles were tired and weak, but at least his hip wasn’t hurting any more than the rest of him. He stretched and flexed his muscles, then let his magical light pour out of him. The roof of the cavern was still shrouded in darkness, but the area around him illuminated.


  He walked along the wall, keeping his light minimal and letting his magical senses flow out around him. He had feared that his magic would attract the beings that made the underworld their home, but so far he hadn’t sensed any living thing other than the giants he had left sleeping behind him. And using his magic made him feel more comfortable, more safe. He could sense the crevasse, which was angling toward him now, but narrowing. There were many cracks in the wall and Zollin used his magic to explore them without going into them. He expected to find a passage out of the huge cavern, but the cracks were nothing more than small openings that petered out a few feet in.


  He heard the water before he saw it or sensed it with his magic; a dripping sound that echoed across the cavern. The sound was unmistakeable, the steady plop, plop, plopping of water dripping into a pool. He instinctively moved toward the sound. Leaving the wall and levitating over the crevasse. He kept his senses alert and his shields up around him, but he didn’t detect anything in the huge cavern. Soon he came to the water, it was a large, black pool. He let his senses play across the water, measuring the distance. It was an underground lake, but the water was perfectly still, only the tiny ripples from the drops that fell from far above stirred the water. Zollin used his magic, delving deep into the water, then doing his best to examine the water itself, but it seemed clean and untainted.


  He cupped his hands together and scooped up the cold water. He brought the water to his lips and drank it. The cool water had a dusty taste, but he was so thirsty he thought it was delicious. He sucked the water in his hands down and plunged them in for more. He drank and drank, until his stomach was swollen with water and he lay back on the stone floor, satisfied. He dug some of the stale bread from his pack and ate it. The bread seemed to suck the moisture from his mouth, but he washed it down with water from the pool. Then he filled his canteen before drinking some more.


  Finally he moved away from the lake. His muscles were still tired, but he felt better. His magic seemed stronger and he let his light shine out brighter and brighter in the cavern. He walked for what felt like miles. He was just beginning to think he needed to find a place to rest when he heard the sound of water dripping again. He moved toward the sound and soon found another large lake of still water. He was surprised at how familiar it looked and then he noticed something near the water’s edge. He moved toward it and saw the moldy crust he had pulled from the bread.


  It took him a moment to realize what he was seeing. At first he thought that someone else was in the cavern with him, but then the truth hit him like a slap in the face. He had walked in a circle and come back to the same place he’d started. Despair threatened to engulf him again. He felt tears stinging his eyes but he fought them down. Of course he’d walked in a circle, he reasoned. The cavern was huge and in the darkness there was no way to know in what direction he was traveling. He decided to make camp by the water and rest. Then he could set out again in the morning, or whatever time of day he woke up.


  He adjusted his pack and stretched out by the edge of the lake. It felt good to lie down. His legs were tired and his feet hurt. His muscles seemed to sigh with relief, his back muscles tingled as he relaxed them. He was soon sleeping soundly.


  He woke up before he was ready, but something was wrong. His hand was cold. He lifted it and felt water dripping off of it. He decided he must have rolled into the lake. He moved over, shook his hand dry before wiping it on his pant leg. Then he went back to sleep. When he woke up again, there was water everywhere around him.


  He struggled to understand what was happening. His mind was still foggy with sleep. The water wasn’t deep, but he was surrounded by it. Then he realized the sound of the dripping had been replaced by the steady sound of pouring water. The lake must be rising, he thought. He struggled to his feet. His pack was soaked and heavy. Water squished into his boots and he felt cold.


  He used his magic to dry the pack and it’s contents as he walked. His boots splashed in the water, which seemed to be rising. He frowned, thinking he had been walking toward the edge of the lake. He let his magic flow out and he was shocked to find that the water had spread out further and further, so that he had to stretch his magical senses to find the edge. He was traveling toward the nearest edge, so he kept moving, but it only took a few moments before he realized the water was rising faster than he was moving. He increased his pace, but after slogging through water that was nearly knee high, he was soon breathing hard. He realized that he was in trouble, although he didn’t understand what was happening.


  Then he felt something brush past his leg. He’d examined the water earlier and found nothing in it, but something solid had just passed his boot. He let his magical senses into the water and this time he found a school of long, serpentine creatures. They had long, narrow bodies with thin fins running along their backs. Their heads were triangular with tiny eyes and mouths filled with needle teeth. Zollin guessed his boots would protect him from the eels bites, but what would happen when the water rose up past his boots.


  It didn’t take long to find out. The eels seemed to be attracted to his splashing through the water and after a few more minutes the water rose past his knees. His progress was slowing too, as his boots grew heavy with water.


  The first bite felt almost like a thump on his leg. Quinn used to thump Zollin as a child whenever he was making too much noise at night. Zollin instinctively reached down and felt the tear in his pants leg. He realized it would only be a matter of time before the creatures drew blood and then he had no idea what would happen. He knew that some creatures were attracted to blood and there were so many of the long, serpentine eels that he was afraid they would swarm him.


  He levitated himself up out of the water, which was more difficult now that he was wet and his boots filled with water. Still, he floated toward the edge of the rising lake. Pushing himself to move quickly. The water seemed to go on and on. He was just about to lower himself back down when he noticed the water pour off the edge of the crevasse. He held himself up, even though his magic was churning hotter and hotter inside him. He passed the crevasse and dropped onto the dry ground on the other side.


  He was emptying his boots of the water that had filled them when he heard splashing. He quickly realized that it wasn’t the steady drip he’d heard before, or the water splashing as it poured into the lake or over the edge of the crevasse. It sounded more like a child playing in a mud puddle. Taking a deep breath he sent a beam of light shining toward the sound. He was amazed to see both the smaller and larger giants standing in the water. They were bent over, gazing down into the water, their hands lifting fists full of the wiggling eels and dropping them into their toothless mouths.


  Zollin was shocked, even when the larger of the two giants, the parent of the first he’d met and injured, looked over toward him. He was hidden behind the beam of light while the giant was illuminated. The milky eye gazed, but there was no animosity on the freakish face, only a look of wonder and then the huge head turned back to the waters which were still rising.


  Zollin focused on drying his boots and then began walking. He had toned down the light that he was able to produce by focusing his magical power. Now it shone around him in a soft glow and he followed the crevasse. He wondered how much time he had wasted and how much longer he could survive trying to navigate the sweeping caverns and endless tunnels of the underground. Perhaps, he pondered to himself, it would be better to draw the witch to him.


  


  Chapter 17


  Brianna had carved a dozen strongholds in the foothills between the eastern and western pass. As she flew with Selix back toward Walheta’s Gate she saw the dwarves hard at work. Even from high in the air she could hear their axes, hammers and chisels. They cut down the trees leading up the strongholds. The timber was used to make defenses around the strongholds. Wooden stakes were mounted along the sides of the walls, so that anyone attempting to climb the side of the hill and lower themselves into the stronghold would have to risk falling on the stakes. The cleared areas around the strongholds made perfect killing grounds and the spare logs were rigged so that if the dwarves were forced to retreat, they could send the logs rolling down the hill behind them to crush pursuers.


  There weren't enough dwarves to properly man all twelve fortresses, but with reinforcements from Wilam’s army, the largest part of the Walheta Mountains could be defended quite well. But there was still a lot of work to be done. Not only did the soldiers need to be assigned to the strongholds, supplies had to stored. Water, food, medicinal supplies would need to be stockpiled at each location and lines of communication needed to be established. The dragons could help with communications and mop up the stragglers who tried to circumvent the strongholds, but it was still going to be an awful struggle. She only wished the areas around the eastern and western passes were as prepared for the battle to come.


  The passes were the natural way through the mountains, if the defenders fell there it would mean disaster for Yelsia and Baskla. The Five Kingdoms would be overrun with very little hope of survival for the people who lived there. Brianna tried not to think of what might happen. The war would be terrible enough, she assumed. She had nightmares of the battle she and Zollin had fought to hold back the witch’s forces so that the king’s army could escape back to sea. The grotesque creatures ambled toward her in her dreams. No matter how many she killed there were always more, always coming for her no matter where she ran or how fast. They were always at her heels. Brianna had to shake her head to escape the fear that her dreams drummed up inside her.


  Selix shook and roared, Brianna’s emotions had spilled over onto the dragon. As far as Brianna knew the dragons didn’t fear anything other than lightning, but while Brianna was dragon-kind, she did not benefit from their size and strength. And it was her very human heart which seemed the most vulnerable. She knew her greatest fear was returning to Walheta’s Gate and facing Wilam again. She didn’t despise him, in fact she held the new king in high regard, but she was afraid he would see through her lies about her feelings for him. He was a king, handsome and strong, but she loved Zollin. She couldn’t fool herself about that any longer. She had been swept up with infatuation for Wilam in Orrock, letting herself feel the giddiness of romance as her childhood fantasies came true with the handsome prince. But reality had shattered those dreams and she was left with the truth, which was respect for Wilam and love for Zollin.


  Still, knowing her feelings didn’t help her now. She understood at last that her heart was forever Zollin’s only when he was forever out of her reach. She wondered if she would feel his passing. He had gone to find and kill Gwendolyn, the sorceress who had destroyed three of the five kingdoms. No one, not even Brianna, expected him to survive such a mission. And while she understood why he had to do it, she still ached with the pain of lost love.


  That was why she didn’t want to return. She wanted to stay with the dwarves, but she knew that Tig was returning and she would need to relay the small, blue dragon’s information about the enemy horde to the King’s soldiers planning their defense. Tomorrow she could go out and fight with the cavalry, and Gyia would keep Wilam and the others informed about what was happening. Tomorrow she could throw herself into the task of defending Yelsia without bothering to wonder about her future or her feelings, but first she would have to get through the night. Wilam had proposed they marry and share the wedding bed. That was a point of no return, Brianna knew, but she still held out hope, however slim, that somehow Zollin would succeed and find her. How could she face him as Wilam’s wife, but how could she deny the king and break her promise? She didn’t know and that scared her.


  Selix circled above the small settlement. The sun was just beginning to set and Brianna was surprised to see troops from the coast already there. She saw their horses, their sides heaving and slick with sweat, their mouths foaming with spit from the punishing pace their riders had forced upon them. The sight made her angry. There was no need to push the horses so hard. It galled her to see the good animals treated so harshly and it made her shudder to think of how her dragons could be used if the wrong people somehow found a way to control them the way Offendorl and King Felix had done.


  “Join the others,” Brianna said to Selix, patting his long golden neck before she slipped off the side of the dragon.


  She flipped and twirled through the air, but in her anger she landed a little too hard, sending a shock of pain up through her feet and into her legs. Silently she scolded herself for being careless. It was a lesson she couldn’t afford not to learn since she was the only person who could heal the dragons and her wonderful beasts would be crucial to the war ahead.


  Brianna was just about to walk into the feasting hall when she heard the shouting inside.


  “Bring him out!” shouted general Tollis.


  “He’ll answer for this outrage,” shouted another soldier.


  Brianna pushed open the door and found a cluster of dirty soldiers at the foot of the stairs leading up to King Zorlan’s side of the feasting hall. Soldiers were stationed along the stairs, their weapons drawn.


  “Thank goodness you’re here,” said a small voice from behind Brianna.


  She turned and found Nycoll hurrying from a small store room.


  “What has happened?” Brianna asked.


  “King Zorlan taunted King Wilam into a duel. Wilam’s badly injured I’m afraid. The healer is with him now.”


  Brianna felt the blood draining from her face. She didn’t want Wilam to die and she felt afraid that he might. That would leave so many questions unanswered, not the least of which was who would lead the king’s army and become king of Yelsia.


  “Where is he?”


  Nycoll led Brianna up to the rooms that had been assigned to Wilam. There were more people in the anterooms, most standing idle with nothing to do and no way to help. Mansel and Quinn were by the door.


  “Thank goodness you’ve made it back,” Quinn said. “You’ve heard he was injured?”


  “Yes, Nycoll told me. How bad is it?”


  “Bad,” Quinn said. “The healer thinks he will live, but he’s in no shape to lead the army.”


  “What on earth happened?”


  “Zorlan sent for his torturer,” Mansel explained. “King Wilam went crazy with rage when he saw the man.”


  “I’m not surprised,” Brianna said. “He was cruelly abused when Zollin and I found him. He would have probably died from the torture if Zollin hadn’t healed him. There’s no way he would have ever walked again.”


  “That’s what Wilam said, but of course it was his word against King Zorlan’s,” Quinn said.


  “So the crafty king called for trial by combat,” Mansel added.


  “And the torturer would have killed Wilam if Mansel hadn’t intervened,” Quinn said.


  “Thank you for that,” Brianna said.


  Nycoll led her into the sleeping chamber. It smelled of sweat and strong herbs. The room was hot, with a brazier of coals standing near Wilam’s bed. He lay shivering beneath a thin sheet and a tattered but comfortable looking quilt.


  “He’s sustained several serious injuries,” the healer said, standing up from the small stool where he had been sitting and keeping watch over his patient. “His right arm is broken and he has cuts on his left thigh and backside. I was able to set the bone, clean and stitch the cuts, but he also has a very bad wound in his side. The muscle there is swollen and I’m afraid I can’t stitch it closed until that subsides. I’ve covered it with a poultice and I’m keeping it clean, but we’ll have to wait and see how it heals. He’s lost a lot of blood.”


  “Will he live?” Brianna asked.


  “I think so,” the healer said. “He’s strong and the wounds are clean. Nycoll did a good job seeing to the wounds before I arrived, otherwise I wouldn’t hold out much hope at all.”


  “Thank you,” Brianna said to Nycoll, and then turning back to the healer. “Thank you both so much.”


  She wanted to rush out and join the mob calling for King Zorlan’s head, but she knew that wouldn’t help matters. If Wilam died, no one could stop King Zorlan from taking over the army, and supposing they managed to defeat the witch’s army, take the throne of Yelsia. Still, Wilam was alive and hopefully would still be able to name his successor if the worst came to pass.


  She sat on the edge of his bed and took his hand, silently willing the young king to live.


  It was a full hour before Tig returned. The small dragon had watched the progress of the witch’s army all day and was now returning to report. Brianna saw the images Tig relayed to her as well as the estimation that the army would arrive at the settlement in two days, if the cavalry wasn’t successful in slowing them down.


  “I need Quinn,” Brianna said to Nycoll, who was helping watch over the king.


  “I’ll bring him up right away,” Nycoll said.


  Brianna watched Nycoll. She was older than Brianna, older than Mansel too, but she had a youthful energy. She had been shy and almost timid when Brianna had first met her, but Nycoll had come alive when she discovered she could help people. It was a bright spot to see her so fulfilled in the midst of the sickness and death Brianna found herself in.


  Quinn came quietly into the room. He looked tired and worried, but he gave her a reassuring smile.


  “I have news from Tig,” she told him. “But it needs to be shared with everyone. What is going on downstairs.”


  “Boasting mostly,” Quinn said. “King Zorlan is still in his rooms, and the younger officers still call for his head, but they haven’t started a fight yet.”


  “I think the best plan of action is to share the latest news of our enemy and then send King Zorlan on to the eastern pass. The dwarves are preparing strongholds along the foothills, but the eastern pass will need a strong leader to ensure it does not fall.”


  “What if he won’t go?” Quinn asked. “I’m sure you understand what’s at stake here.”


  “I do,” Brianna said.


  “So if bringing him out of his hiding hole doesn’t start a fight, asking him to leave surely will.”


  “We don’t have a choice, do we?”


  Quinn thought for a moment and then shook his head.


  “But it won’t be easy,” he said. “Zorlan has a strong case for taking leadership of the army. If Wilam can’t do it, he will argue that he should. Wilam lost the trial by combat, so there is nothing officially we can use to deny Zorlan.”


  “Let me deal with King Zorlan. I need you and Mansel to help keep Wilam’s officers in line.”


  “We’ll do whatever you need.”


  “Good, call everyone together downstairs, I’m on my way.”


  Quinn nodded and ducked out.


  “You sound like a queen already,” Nycoll said as she patted Brianna’s shoulder.


  “I don’t feel like a queen,” Brianna admitted. “I feel like a garment that’s been stretched too far. If one more thing goes wrong I’m liable to tear right down the middle.”


  “I doubt that,” Nycoll said. “You’re a strong woman. You can show those men whose really in charge of things.”


  Brianna smiled and was a little surprised to see one on Nycoll’s face in return. She gazed back at Wilam. He looked pale and weak.


  “Alright, do all you can for him. We need him conscious if he’s to keep his kingdom,” she told Nycoll and the healer.


  “We’ll do all we can for him,” the healer assured her.


  Brianna felt a heavy weight settle onto her shoulders as she stood up. She knew she had to walk the perilous line between holding Yelsia together and creating the best chance for their survival against the witch’s mutated army. Once again she couldn’t help but wish Zollin was here. He could have taken the lead and no one would have doubted him. She didn’t think she could pull off such a delicate task.


  She walked down the staircase just as King Zorlan was coming out of his rooms. The officers from Yelsia were hissing and shouting, but Brianna threw a ball of fire into the huge, stone fireplace. The flames streaked through the feasting hall and exploded up the chimney. It was a powerful display of her abilities and the room fell silent.


  “King Wilam lives,” she said.


  The room burst out in cheers. Brianna had to wait a moment until the cacophony died down before she could continue.


  “But his injuries are severe. He won’t be able to lead the army from the front. Still, our task is clear. We must make every effort to carry out his strategy and ensure that no creature breaks through our lines of defense.”


  “I’m sorry,” King Zorlan said from the top of his staircase. “Why exactly do you feel you are in charge here? You may be promised to King Wilam, but you are no queen. I am the lone sovereign in this room. I shall take charge of our defense and ensure the survival of the Five Kingdoms.”


  The Falxis soldiers cheered and Brianna saw that while the Yelsian soldiers grumbled, they also wavered. A king was a person of awe for most people, it would be hard for even the nobles who led Wilam’s army to deny King Zorlan.


  “That is a kind gesture but it is unnecessary,” she said. Silently she called for the dragons, sending her thoughts out to the pride who were resting in the high hills not far away.


  “As I said, King Wilam lives, despite your best efforts to see him cut down.”


  “Your king sullied my name and you are treading dangerously close to doing the same now, sorceress.”


  Brianna smiled despite the insult.


  “I will do more than sully your name, King Zorlan. I was with Zollin when we found King Wilam left with your healer in your own tent along the road to the Grand City. I saw what your torturer did to him.”


  “Foul!” Zorlan shouted. The room was quiet, everyone watching the exchange between Brianna, the willowy young woman who was pledged to marry King Wilam and King Zorlan, the rotund, red faced monarch. “I cry foul and I will stand for these insults no more. I banish you from this place. You are no longer welcome here.”


  “You cannot banish me,” Brianna said in an icy tone. “Nor can you deny that you have broken the oldest and most cherished laws of the Five Kingdoms. You invaded Yelsia, you invaded Osla, you tortured an innocent and helpless man. No, you tortured a member of the royal family of Yelsia. Your own kingdom has fallen and now you serve at the good pleasure of King Wilam. Do not forget your place.”


  “This is my kingdom,” Zorlan shouted. “You stand on Falxis soil and insult me. I shall not have it.”


  “Would you care to settle the matter by combat?” Brianna said with a smirk. “I will face you here and now? Or would you produce a champion to fight for you? I can produce one as well.”


  Right at that moment the feasting hall shook with the roars of dragons. Every man in the room flinched at the terrible sound and the blood drained from King Zorlan’s face as Brianna continued.


  “I will suffer your insults no longer, King Zorlan. You were given command of the soldiers manning the Eastern pass. You will go there this night and prepare your defenses.”


  “Who are you to command me, woman?” Zorlan bellowed. “You talk of my crimes, but you have no proof. Yet here you are, a sorceress with a pack of dragons in tow. You speak of the most sacred of our laws, and yet the oldest laws say that no kingdom shall harbor a wizard or use a sorcerer in combat. It is not I who have broken the laws of our kingdoms. It is not I who dares to use witchcraft to usurp a throne and overthrow kingdoms. I am a sovereign ruler from a noble family. I have not only the wisdom, but also the experience to lead armies. What skills do you possess that make you fit to give me or any man here orders.”


  “Let me show you my skills,” Brianna said.


  Flames ignited on both of Brianna’s hands. The officers drew back away from her and Zorlan looked around nervously, hoping to find some cover along the bare balcony of the feasting hall.


  “I wear no crown,” Brianna said. “I covet no kingdom’s power. You speak of experience? I have the experience of birthing dragons. I have fought the enemy and saved your life outside the Grand City.”


  She let the flames leap up high into the air.


  “I am dragon-kind, King Zorlan, a fire spirit. My lineage goes back to time beyond remembering. My nobility stems from my actions, not my birthright. I seek to further no secret agendas, only to save what remains of the Five Kingdoms. If that is not enough, then I will leave and those who wish to may leave with me. We will let the king of Falxis defend his border by himself.”


  “I’m with her,” said Quinn in a loud voice.


  “As am I,” said Mansel, who stood with his sword propped against his shoulder.


  “And I,” said General Tollis.


  “And I,” said Symon.


  One by one all the officers in the feasting hall joined Brianna. Zorlan’s face twisted in rage. Brianna let the fire on her hands die back down, although the flames still flickered around her fingers. She turned and addressed the room.


  “The dragons report that the enemy will be here in two days, probably some time in the early morning hours. You must send men to hold the eastern pass under the command of King Zorlan,” she said, waving a hand at Zorlan who still stood at the top of the stairs. “There are twelve dwarfish strongholds along the road to the east. Each should be fortified with soldiers and General Tollis will see to the defenses here at the western pass. General Hausey and the light cavalry from Felson will harry the enemy and hopefully buy us more time. The dragons and I will help him. But you can’t count on more than an extra day. That means we have three days to prepare our defenses. The enemy is like a swarm of insects. They are too numerous to count. Our best chance is to hold together and beat them back.”


  “That’s your strategy?” King Zorlan scoffed.


  “No,” came a weak voice from the other side of the room.


  Everyone looked up and saw King Wilam, draped in blankets, his face pale and his hair clinging to his head plastered with sweat. The healer stood behind him, but Wilam stood on his own. His weight on his good leg, his left hand clenched to the railing of the balcony. A bloody bandage was just visible under the blankets.


  “It is my strategy,” he said.


  The room erupted in cheers. King Wilam looked down at Brianna and tried to smile, but it ended up being more of a grimace.


  “Take your men and go east, Zorlan. I will send a legion of troops to serve under your command.”


  “No,” Zorlan said. “You are obviously ill. I shall stay and serve until you are well.”


  “Go now, or I will have you bound hand and foot and left out as a gift to the approaching army,” Wilam said angrily.


  “You have no right!” King Zorlan shouted, but his voice was drowned out by the shouts of the soldiers in the feasting hall.


  Zorlan tried to get them to be quiet, but when he couldn’t he stalked back to his rooms. The men downstairs cheered and the soldiers from Falxis looked nervous. Wilam then raised his good arm to quiet the room. He swayed on his feet and the healer came up and steadied him until he could take hold of the rail.


  “King Zorlan and his men aren’t to be harmed. They are to be treated with honor and respect. We will fight side by side until the witch’s army is defeated. Is that clear?”


  The men all shouted their affirmations and then the cooks and servers hurried in with platters of food and tankards of ale. Wilam backed slowly away from the rail and was helped back to his room. Brianna joined Quinn and Mansel for the evening meal but she couldn’t get what Wilam said and what he hadn’t said out of her mind.


  …until the witch’s army is defeated.


  She couldn’t help but wonder what Wilam would do after that.


  


  Chapter 18


  Zollin felt the darkness pressing in on either side. He remembered his father telling him on cold, stormy nights that the darkness couldn’t overcome the light. He would light a candle and they would sit together, watching the flame, imagining the battle between the dark and the light. That had always been a comforting thought, but now he was no longer convinced. The darkness of the underworld was different. It wasn’t merely the absence of light, it was as if the darkness was a living, breathing entity, one that sought to darken all the world.


  Water was still pouring into the crevasse, but Zollin was safe on the far side of the giant fissure. He had followed the crack, sometimes coming close to the wall of the massive cavern, sometimes moving further into the huge space. Zollin had to reassure himself that the crevasse wasn’t a giant circle. He had come into the cavern and had crossed the crevasse, surely it couldn’t run in a circle unless he was now following the inside of the circle, going forever round and around. He told himself that it wasn’t possible but he couldn’t convince himself. It seemed like he had been walking for days. Time was impossible to judge in the never ending darkness. And the more he walked the stronger the darkness felt.


  He considered just jumping into the crevasse. It started as just a thought, but before long the idea had grown and taken on a life of its own, as if someone were shouting to him to jump. Then he thought he heard a siren’s song calling to him from the dark fissure. He fought the urge to leap out into the darkness. He reasoned that he could levitate himself, he wouldn’t die, and perhaps even the witch was further down into the darkness below. But something in the back of his mind kept him from acting on the temptation.


  He was tired from walking and was about to lie down again and try to rest, when he saw something in the distance. At first he didn’t believe his eyes. He hadn’t seen anything in the massive cavern without shining his own magical light onto it, but now he saw something. He moved toward it instinctively, having to tear his eyes away from the faint glow ahead to occasionally make sure he wasn’t walking off the edge of the crevasse.


  Eventually he could see that the glowing objects were confined to a small space ahead and as he drew nearer he could see it was a tunnel leading out of the cavern. The tunnel was large and entirely on his side of the giant fissure. He walked into the space which arched over him and was surprised to see blotches of glowing lichen. The glistening lichen was a ghostly silver and didn’t cast light into the tunnel. They were like stars in the night sky, visible without pushing back the darkness. The tunnel was large, a full wagon could have easily been pulled through the space. Zollin felt somehow safer surrounded by the glowing lichen. He walked far into the tunnel, relieved that the lichen continued to grow.


  His own light shining around him revealed nothing beyond a smooth stone floor. Elsewhere in the great abyss the stone floor was rough and uneven, cavelike. But here the floor was flat and smooth, almost polished as if thousands of feet had worn the stone smooth after countless centuries. Zollin stretched out next to the wall, and lay with his head on his pack, gazing up at the glowing roof of the tunnel, before slowly drifting off to sleep.


  When he woke he was pleased to find the lichen still glowing. He sat and ate the last of his bread, sipping the water he’d collected from the underground lake. It wasn’t a satisfying meal, but he got up and got moving. He didn’t want to grow weak from lack of food before he faced the witch.


  He walked through the glowing tunnel for hours and eventually came to areas where large portions of the tunnel walls were dark. He let his magic stretch out and examined the dark places. He was surprised by what he saw. Thick gold veins filled the dark areas. The gold reflected his magical light and looked like bolts of lightning snapping through the stone. Zollin wasn’t a miner and didn’t know much about gold, but he couldn’t imagine gold veins this rich were common.


  He examined several places where the gold was abundant, but kept moving, eventually ignoring the dark areas. He knew he needed to find Gwendolyn, but he still wasn’t sure how to do it. Then came the screams. At first it was so soft and so eerie that he thought he was imagining it. Then he moved into an area where the lichen suddenly stopped growing and the tunnel opened up to a larger cavern. The smooth stone floor continued ahead of him, but the walls and ceiling disappeared into the darkness.


  He considered his options and tried to send a magical beam of light through the darkness, but the light failed as if it were swallowed up in the dark, revealing nothing. So he took a deep breath, steadied his nerves and pressed on. Once he was out of the tunnel he realized the walkway was actually a bridge out over open space. He tried to use his light to see down over the edge of the smooth stone path, but once again he could not illuminate anything. There were only two options, one was to turn back, but he knew the witch was not behind him. The other option was to move forward, but as he did so the sound of screams grew louder and more distinct.


  The screams caused the hair on the back of his neck and along his arms to stand on end. It was as if someone were killing people savagely, their death cries echoing off the stone walls and ceiling of the cavern. Fear squeezed Zollin’s chest. He’d seen men die, he’d been responsible for killing men, but always in a fight, never simply to end a person’s life and never for pleasure. The sounds made him want to turn and run the other way, to climb back up and out of the abyss. He had felt despair in his quest before, even an unnatural depression which had almost ended his journey in tragedy, but what he felt now was different. He was afraid, so deeply afraid that it was difficult to keep putting one foot in front of the other.


  Eventually he came to a place where the screams seemed to be coming from. He peered over the edge of the bridge but still couldn’t make out anything. The screams were louder here and even though he held his hands over his ears, pressing hard to block the sound, he could still hear the voices. It was more than just hearing, he realized. It was as if he could feel the desperation to make whatever was causing the screams to stop. He didn’t know if he wanted to make it stop for himself, or if he was experiencing some form of deep empathy, but he knew he had to keep moving.


  He hadn’t moved a hundred paces when the screaming abruptly stopped. There was no echo, no reverberation of sound to indicate that the screamer had suddenly ceased wailing. The sound ended so suddenly it made him wonder if he he had gone deaf.


  “Hello,” he said, relieved that he could hear his own voice.


  “Hello!” he shouted, and received the echo he was hoping for in response.


  The sound was comforting enough to keep Zollin moving forward. He didn’t know what caused the screams or why they had stopped, but he felt relived. He quickened his pace, letting his light shine out further ahead.


  Then he heard something that made his blood run cold. It sounded like a snake slithering, the smooth scales sliding on the stone floor. Then he smelled the sickly sweet smell of rotting flesh. It made his stomach heave and he almost vomited, but he steeled himself. Something was in the darkness ahead of him. He raised a strong, invisible bubble around himself and let his light shine brighter. Fear made his magic roll like an angry sea. The power from his inner reservoir crackled up and down his body.


  Then he heard the breathing, deep reverberating tones almost like a war horn, but soft. The creature was close and Zollin let his magical senses flow out. He could feel the bridge, the great expanse of emptiness on either side of it. Ahead of him a wall of stone rose up. As he let his magic flow around the wall, he could feel the sides curving away from him. It was a tower or obelisk. His magic flowed into the structure and he sensed that it was hollow inside, or at least open with rooms and stairs leading down.


  But most of his attention was focused on the creature guarding the small entrance that the bridge led to. It was a large creature, with the long, serpentine body of a snake but with huge pincers for arms and a gaping mouth full of sharp teeth.


  Zollin stopped moving and examined the monster that stood in his way. He needed to get past the beast, but it was so large there was no way to go around it. It sat coiled on the end of the bridge, a great forked tongue flicking in and out of its mouth. Then it spoke.


  “Welcome, Wizard,” it hissed. “We’ve been expecting you.”


  


  Chapter 19


  It was late when Brianna finally went up to Wilam’s rooms. Nycoll had told them coming out and speaking had exhausted him. He had slept nearly three hours before waking and calling for her. Brianna went upstairs and made her way quietly into the king’s anteroom. General Tollis and Symon, the king’s chief aide, sat talking in hushed tones. Brianna tried to see if the ageing general had a look of ambition about him. Brianna remembered how General Corlis had seemed, arrogant and self assured, but General Tollis only seemed tired.


  She nodded to the two men and went into the bedchamber. Wilam was propped in the bed and the healer was helping him sip some wine.


  “My lord,” Brianna said quietly.


  “Sit… please,” Wilam said weakly.


  “He’s in a lot of pain, I’m afraid,” said the healer. “I have some herbs that would dull the pain but he’s refusing.”


  “You must listen to the healer,” Brianna said. “You will have to withdraw back into the hills soon. You don’t want to endure the pain of that.”


  “No,” Wilam said. “I have… an army… to lead.”


  “You have generals to do that.”


  “If I… don’t do it… we may not… have… a kingdom… any more," he said sadly. “It seems… a king’s life…. isn’t worth… much… anymore.”


  “Don’t talk like that,” Brianna said.


  “Don’t worry… my love… I shall… survive.”


  “You need your rest,” Brianna said. “I have to go south tomorrow, to help with the cavalry.”


  “Yes…” Wilam said. “That’s why… I called… for you.”


  His breathing was raspy and sweat was breaking out on his forehead and neck.


  “Send Hausey… back to me.”


  “You want me to send General Hausey back here?”


  “Yes,” he nodded.


  “With the cavalry?”


  “No… just Hausey.”


  “Alright,” Brianna said. “I’ll send him.”


  “Good,” he said, laying back and closing his eyes.


  “He needs to rest now,” the Healer said.


  “Of course,” Brianna said. She looked at Wilam compassionately for a moment. He didn’t deserve to be in such pain again. He had suffered so much already. She thought that she would take his pain away if she could.


  She left the king’s rooms and went to the small room where Quinn slept. He was preparing for bed when she knocked.


  “Do you have room for one more?” she asked him.


  “Always for you,” Quinn said.


  The room was small, with two narrow cots and one low table with a basin of water and some towels stacked on it. There was hardly room for one person to move between the two cots, but Brianna only needed a place to sleep. Since her powers had grown, she didn’t need as much sleep as normal. Still, she had spent the previous night healing Tig and now she was very tired.


  “I’ll be leaving in the morning,” she told Quinn. “Selix and I will be leading the pride of dragons to help the cavalry in their harrying attacks.”


  “Alright,” Quinn said, sitting on his own cot and staring across at her. “You be careful.”


  “I will be. King Wilam wants me to send General Hausey back here tomorrow.”


  “What for?” Quinn asked.


  “I don’t know, but I would guess that he is going to put Hausey in charge of the army. Wilam is very weak.”


  “He’s lucky to be alive,” Quinn said. “He wouldn’t be if Mansel hadn’t acted when he did.”


  “Thank him for me again,” she said.


  “Can I ask you a personal question?”


  “Yes,” Brianna said, knowing what the question would be before Quinn asked.


  “Did you tell Zollin how you really feel… before he went away, I mean?”


  “Yes,” Brianna said. “I told him everything. I was confused in Orrock, but I would have kept my promise to Zollin if King Felix hadn’t threatened my family.”


  Quinn nodded. “Kings aren’t used to hearing no for an answer,” he said sadly.


  “No,” Brianna agreed. “I guess they aren’t.”


  “I’ve found that things rarely go as planned in life. I never thought I’d outlive my wife. I never imagined that my son would become a wizard,” he chuckled a little. “And I didn’t think when Zollin left here that I would never see him again. But that’s life, we don’t have control, we only deal with things the best we can. You haven’t been given the best of choices, but you are smart and capable; there isn’t anything you can’t accomplish if you want to, I’m convinced of that.”


  She smiled at him and there were tears in her eyes.


  “And you should know that Zollin would want you to be happy. So do I. I’ll always be here for you, Brianna. You’ll aways be welcome with me.”


  “Thank you,” she said.


  Quinn blew out the candle that lit the room and they went to sleep. Brianna dreamed that Zollin was calling to her. She couldn’t see him in the darkness, but he was there, calling to her. She tried to find him, but he was always out of reach.


  The sun dawned on a cold, gray morning and Brianna slipped out of the room before Quinn woke. She stopped in the kitchen and took a loaf of bread with her.

  She filled a water skin and packed some dried rations in her pack. She wore a heavy cloak with gaps where she could slip her arms through. She expected the fire to burn her clothes, but hopefully the cloak would keep her warm and not get singed too badly during the battle.


  Selix was circling the feasting hall when she came out. The golden dragon landed gracefully on the village green. Brianna sprang up and onto the dragon’s back. They flew south, climbing up through the thick clouds until the sun could shine on them. The other dragons joined them one by one. Gyia was absent, the purple dragon had stayed close to the cavalry and Brianna used Gyia to hone in on where the legion waited.


  “Tig,” Brianna said, speaking mostly in her mind and pushing her thoughts toward the little, blue dragon. “Go scout the enemy and report back.”


  Tig didn’t reply, instead the little dragon sped away. Brianna marveled at Tig’s speed and the way the little dragon flew fearlessly into danger. She wished she felt as confident. She didn’t fear the coming battle, what she feared was that their best efforts would fail to stop the witch’s horde. She was surprised that Zollin hadn’t stopped Gwendolyn by now, but there had been no word from Zollin, no sign that he was even still alive. She had to physically shake her head to rid herself of the thought that Zollin might actually be dead. The witch could have killed him or perhaps some monster along the way. Still, Brianna guessed that if something had befallen Zollin she would somehow know it.


  After two hours of flight the dragons plunged back through the clouds. Below them the world was bleak and gray. The rolling green hills looked muddy and dark; the soldiers, already mounted and moving slowly south, seemed to trudge toward the enemy reluctantly. The sight made her sad.


  Gyia angled in from where the purple dragon had been flying in circles over the cluster of officers leading the cavalry. The pride flew playfully, despite the realization that they were going to fight very powerful beasts. The dragons had come south to help, and so far they had been relegated to scouting and hunting to help feed the refugees. Now they were going to fight and their ferocious nature was rising to the challenge.


  Selix swooped low and Brianna jumped off Selix’s back. She flipped and twirled before coming down near the cluster of officers who had just comes to a stop on the crown of a hill and were seated on their horses looking out over a wide plain. Brianna recognized General Hausey and went straight to him.


  “General, I have a message from King Wilam. He requests your presence in Walheta’s Gate immediately.”


  “What has happened?” Hausey asked.


  “King Zorlan goaded King Wilam into a duel. The king has been grievously wounded, but should live if I understand the Healer correctly. I cannot say what he wants exactly, other than you should make all haste in returning to the village.”


  Hausey turned to the officer next to him.


  “Erns, is the plan of attack clear?”


  “Yes General, crystal clear. I shall see it is carried out personally.”


  “Good,” Hausey said, then his voice rose as he addressed his staff. “Don’t waste the lives of our men. Your job is to slow and harass, not defeat this enemy army. Is that understood?”


  “Yes, General,” came the chorus of replies.


  “Keep our troops moving,” he instructed. “Hit the enemy, then withdraw to the next designated area. Remember speed is our greatest asset. As Lady Brianna has described them, the enemy is slow, but strong. We should be able to hit them and withdraw before they can retaliate and overcome us with their brute strength.”


  He called two of the officers out the group and the three set off, riding hard to the north. Brianna felt a moment of gratitude that Wilam had such loyal and capable men to lean on.


  “Are you and the dragons staying?” Commander Erns asked.


  “Yes, Commander. We will do our best to draw off the Leffers so your troops are free to fight the army.”


  “These Leffers are the flying horses?”


  “Yes,” Brianna said. “We should be able to hit the army, then lead the Leffers away, giving you a window of opportunity to hit the army and then withdraw before the Leffers return. We’ll do our best to slow any pursuit of your men, but it will not be an easy fight.”


  “We didn’t come here looking for easy,” Erns said. “You heard Lady Brianna, wait until you see the flying horse creatures go after the dragons. Then hit these sons of bitches hard. I want you to command your sentries personally, ride with them, but stay away from the fighting if at all possible. Your job is to send them in and call them out. Am I clear?”


  “Yes, Commander.”


  “Good, let’s show these monsters we aren’t afraid of them.”


  Brianna nodded and was about to leave as the officers rode out to command their squads when the first of several mental images flashed into her mind. It was somewhat hard to tell exactly how fast the enemy army was moving, but she guessed they would be within sight in an hour.


  “Lady Brianna?” Erns called to her. “May I have a word?”


  He dismounted from his horse and handed the reins to one of the two men still with him. Brianna guessed the riders would carry orders to the troops in either direction. A coordinated attack would need clear lines of communication and both men sat on lithe looking horses and carried only the lightest of weapons. Neither the riders nor the horses had on any armor. She knew the dragons could have done the same job much faster, but most of the dragons were loath to communicate with humans. They didn’t fear man, but they were repulsed by the sheer differences between their species. And Brianna knew that it would be a stretch for the dragons to communicate specific orders clearly, not to mention their strength was needed to fight against the Leffers.


  “Commander, the enemy should be in sight soon,” Brianna said. “I’m guessing an hour before they are close enough to engage.”


  “Very good, my Lady, but I was hoping you might have more news about his highness.”


  “I’m afraid there’s not much more to share, he has a broken arm, several cuts, one is serious.”


  “Was the treacherous King Zorlan slain?”


  “No,” Brianna said. “King Zorlan used a champion.”


  “Bastard!” Erns said. “Why didn’t King Wilam also choose a champion?”


  “I don’t know,” Brianna said, trying not to let her exasperation show. “As it was, Mansel saved the King’s life and struck down the Falxis champion. I’m afraid there isn’t much more to know than that.”


  “Well, I wish I had been there,” Erns said, not even trying to hide his own anger. “Thank you for bringing the news.”


  Brianna nodded. “You can help your king now by slowing the enemy and keeping as many of your troops alive as possible.”


  “Yes, of course,” he said with a little bow. “The King is lucky to have you, my lady.”


  Brianna smiled, then she jumped into the air. Selix caught her with his long, golden tail and flung her high. She flipped and twirled, the updrafts and thermals carrying her higher and higher. Then, as if on cue, Gyia slid in beneath Brianna. The long, serpentine dragon with dark purple scales roared as Brianna landed on her back. Smoke billowed from the dragon’s mouth, but no flames were released. Brianna leaned forward and patted her neck.


  “What did you want to tell me?” Brianna asked.


  Gyia was flying much lower than the other dragons, most of whom had risen back up above the cloud banks to bask in the sun until they were needed on the battle field. An image of King Wilam flashed into Brianna’s mind.


  “He is okay,” she said. “He’s wounded, but he should heal in time.”


  Gyia shook the long, purple head. Another image flashed and this time Brianna understood.


  “You think he has learned how to control you?” she asked.


  “Yes,” hissed Gyia.


  This was news to Brianna, Wilam had not spoken of it and she couldn’t understand why. He had a connection to Gyia and Brianna was almost certain the dragon would do anything he asked. Why would he need to control Gyia, or Tig and Selix for that matter. It didn’t make sense. Brianna knew Wilam had been trying to discover how his father had taken control of the dragons, but she didn’t know he intended to use it. She had thought he wanted to help ensure the safety of the dragons, just as she did, but now she wasn’t so certain.


  “What happened?”


  Gyia used images and feelings to tell Brianna that Wilam had connected with the purple dragon yesterday, even though Gyia was much too far away for Wilam to communicate with her. Gyia had checked with Selix and Tig, they had felt Wilam’s mind and heard his thoughts at times yesterday too.


  “But maybe he doesn’t realize he’s doing it?” Brianna said.


  Gyia shook her long purple head again and growled. The dragons had all felt the irresistible commands which felt exactly as when King Felix had commanded them.


  If Wilam had discovered how to control the dragons, he could use that power once the battle began. Maybe that was why he refused to leave the village. She felt a sadness rise up in her.


  “Thank you for telling me,” Brianna said. “I will find a way to discover what he knows and free you from that yoke. For now, we must focus on the enemy at hand.”


  As if by saying it out loud she had somehow conjured the enemy army far below, she saw the monsters come swarming into view. The Leffers could move quickly, but they matched the lumbering pace of the mutated army. There were no ranks or lines drawn up for battle, just a horde that was so large it was almost overwhelming. Brianna had to remind herself that she didn’t have to fight the entire army, just those within reach.


  “Alright,” Brianna said. “It’s time to show those monsters what we’re made of.”


  Brianna jumped off Gyia’s back and glided through the air. She was falling, but much more slowly than a normal person. Occasionally updrafts would raise her back up. She waited as Selix circled around and then flew in below her. Brianna dove down, then extended her arms at the last minute, slowing her descent so that she landed gracefully on the back of the huge golden dragon.


  Selix turned and they took a low pass out in front of the entire line of cavalry soldiers. Selix roared and blew a gout of fire down onto the wet grass, causing steam to rise up behind them. Brianna looked back and saw the soldiers mounting their horses and checking their weapons. It was time, she realized. The battle had finally come.


  


  Chapter 20


  Brianna called the pride together. They circled above the horde of mutated soldiers. The mob of enchanted slaves looked worse than they had a week ago when she and Zollin had fought them. They didn’t look tired exactly, and their bodies were already grossly misshapen, but it seemed to Brianna the relentless march was taking its toll on their physical bodies. She had not seen them resting, or even eating. Their bodies were powered by some dark magic, their minds held in total control by the witch Gwendolyn, but the lack of basic needs was weakening them. She hoped that meant they wouldn’t be as strong or as ferocious as they had been in the previous battle.


  She focused her attention on the Leffers. There were hundreds leading the army of mutated citizens from the three kingdoms. It was a living nightmare, but she knew what she had to do. The Leffers would rise up to drive off her dragons once they attacked, leaving the cavalry time to dart in, hit the mutated host and escape. She knew that Commander Erns and the other officers were watching her and the dragons closely. The plan was to allow them one attack run so the officers could calculate the amount of time they would have for their own charges.


  To the pack, Brianna sent mental images of the Leffers rising up and attacking. Then she divided the dragons into three groups. The first was the largest with six dragons, including Selix, Tig, and Gyia. They would swoop down, engage the army and then rise back up. If everything went according to plan, the Leffers would follow and the second two groups, each with three dragons, would catch as many of the flying horse monsters as possible in a crossfire of flames. It was a simple strategy and Brianna hoped it would work efficiently. She and Zollin had done much the same thing further south, but with only two dragons. With a dozen dragons, Brianna hoped they could make a serious dent in the massive horde of mutated fighters marching north.


  “Here we go!” Brianna shouted and Selix dove.


  She held onto Selix with her legs and leaned as far as she could to the dragon’s left side. Selix and Brianna were the first to attack. They were well back from the front line of the mutated host where the Leffers flew at the head of the army. Brianna felt Selix take a long, deep breath and then he unleashed a torrent of fire onto the heads of the marching army as Selix leveled off the steep dive and flew parallel to the ground. Brianna streamed fire from her hands, pouring the intense heat down in a thick wave.


  The soldiers engulfed in flames died almost instantly. Those near the fire or along the edges of the flaming attacks were burned, but kept moving. The horde didn’t move in formation, but they marched along in a continuous flow. The dragon attacks disrupted that flow, and the horde of soldiers around the strafing runs swarmed in all directions.


  The other dragons flew to either side of Selix and together they killed hundreds of the enemy, but as soon as the dragons pulled up from their long, fiery attacks, they could see the Leffers rising up from the front lines to pursue them. There were hundreds of the horselike creatures. They had large horse bodies with powerful legs. Where the horse’s neck should have begun, a human chest appeared, with long arms and fingers that ended in long, razor sharp claws. The head looked somewhat human, with long hair that flowed out behind them, but with mouths full of oversized pointed teeth. They had insectile wings in the middle of the horse-like back, and their tails were large scorpion tails that arched up and over their backs of the complete with stingers. The Leffers were slow in the air, but their hooves were powerful and although Brianna wasn’t sure if the stingers could penetrate her dragons’ hard scales, she didn’t want to take any chances.


  The dragons flew up and the Leffers pursued. Brianna sent images of flames hitting the thin wings of the flying horse creatures. The Leffers were vulnerable to fire, especially on the human head, but the wings melted easily and the falling creatures were deadly to anything below them. Brianna turned around as far as she could and hurled balls of fire down toward the Leffers who were rising after them. The dragons were vastly outnumbered, but their speed and ability to breath fire made them more than a match for the Leffers. It didn’t take long for the other dragons to close the trap. The Leffers rose in a tight group, but the creatures on the outer ring were blasted by the dragons.


  Once her reserve groups had attacked, Brianna led her group of six back down toward the Leffers. Much like the mindless troops below, the Leffers seemed oblivious to danger and didn’t try to evade the dragons. Instead they flew directly toward them, fully expecting their superiority of numbers to prevail. The dragons blew flames until the Leffers got close, then they broke away in different directions. The Leffers who had survived the attack turned slowly and flew back down to lead the army again.


  Brianna watched and after a few moments there was hardly any evidence that a fight had even occurred. The numbers of the mutated army seemed unending and they had no qualms about marching over the corpses of their dead. Their big, mutated feet had stomped the smoking bodies and smothered the small grass fires. The cold winter wind blew the gray cloud of smoke away.


  Selix flew over the commander of the cavalry who still sat upon the hill overlooking the long slopping plain. General Hausey had picked the perfect spot for the cavalry to attack, Brianna thought. The dragons flew in circles until the evil army was close enough that Commander Ern was ready to attack. One of his aides waved a flag and Brianna led the dragon’s on another charge. This time when the Leffers rose up and the reserve groups attacked, she slid down Selix’s tail and the golden dragon hurled her up into the air like a trebuchet. Brianna flew, her heavy cloak flapping around her in the cold wind. She normally turned and vaulted herself through the air; her body had been transformed by her power so that she was stronger and much lighter than she had been before and she could dance upon the drafts and currents of air. But this time she glided, using her enhanced vision to see the charging horses far below.


  The cavalry were still in groups of 100, but spread in long lines. There were still Leffers on the ground, but a huge stretch of the enemy army was laid bare. The cavalry came in one group at a time. They were spread out, which Brianna guessed was to give them room to turn and dash away once they hit the enemy. The cavalry from Felson were light horsemen, which meant the horses only wore minimal armor and they were smaller and lighter than the huge war horses most knights rode. Many of the light horse calvary soldiers were recruits, not knights, so they had little or no armor. They carried long lances, short bows, and curved sabers that were used for hacking. Some had shields, others did not, but they all rode with confidence despite the fact the mutated soldiers they faced were over eight feet tall with thick, bulbous muscles and large iron swords.


  The first wave hit the enemy only a moment after Brianna was hurled into the air. Their lances struck, piercing through the thick, mutated bodies and then snapping. The horses all turned quickly to their left and the cavalry drew their sabers, hacking and slashing as they rode down the line of enemy soldiers. Only a few horses fell and the other horsemen turned and dashed away. Then the next wave hit. Brianna had not seen anything stop the swarm of enemy soldiers, but the second wave of cavalry did just that. The horsemen drove into the horde, pushing the enemy soldiers back into their companions. The mutated host were just raising their swords to attack when the horses turned and raced away again.


  Brianna looked over her shoulder and saw the dragons starting to scatter. She guessed the cavalry had enough time for one more run. The third wave was less effective, since the horses now had to deal with the bodies of hundreds of the fallen enemy. Still, they charged in, stabbing with their long lances and dashing away. Brianna saw several of the evil creatures pull lances from their bodies and toss them away before continuing to march forward.


  To her surprise, a fourth wave of soldiers moved into position, this one a much larger group. They rode to perhaps a hundred paces from the swarm of invaders and then nocked arrows to their small recurve bows. At a signal from one of the officers the soldiers let their arrows fly. The volley streaked through the air and slammed into the mutated soldiers. Brianna knew from her own experience fighting the witch’s army on the coast farther south that only a kill shot to the head or directly into the heart would stop the creatures. But the cavalry could loose three volleys before safely turning and retreating.


  She estimated that between the dragon attacks and the cavalry nearly two thousand of the enemy were killed. Still, it only took a few minutes for the dead to be trampled under the feet of the living; if the mutated soldiers could be considered truly alive. And as Brianna settled onto the golden back of Selix, there was hardly any sign a battle had taken place at all.


  The dragons were anxious to continue the fight. To them fighting came naturally, but they needed to give the cavalry time to pull back and reassemble for their next charge. Brianna knew it would be at least an hour before the cavalry were ready to attack again. So she led the dragons further south. There seemed to be no end to the advancing army of mutated fighters. Once the front lines were out of sight, she led her dragons down. They made pass after pass, killing hundreds of soldiers, but doing little to slow the army’s inexorable march.


  After a while the Leffers appeared and Brianna led the pride north again. Once they were ahead of the witch’s army they stopped at a stream to rest and drink. The dragons growled and danced playfully. Brianna understood the frivolity, and even shared their enthusiasm to some degree, but over her hung a cloud of despair. She wondered if they could ever hope to repel such a large, overwhelming army.


  They took to the air again and found the cavalry nearby, readying for their next attack. Rain started to fall again. Everyone was cold and miserable on the ground, but the dragons rose up above the clouds. Brianna marvelled how the world changed up there. From a gray, muddy place of despair, to a bright, golden world where the ground was fluffy white clouds tinged with golden sunlight and the sky was so blue it seemed tangible. She only hoped that someday the world below could somehow be as beautiful as the one above the clouds.


  


  Chapter 21


  Zollin wasn’t sure how to respond. He stood staring at the creature before him, mystified that it knew who he was. He didn’t know if that meant the creature was being controlled by Gwendolyn or if the creature was intelligent.


  “I don’t want to hurt you,” Zollin said, hoping he sounded more confident than he felt.


  There was a strange hiss that sounded oddly like laughter.


  “Let me pass…” he said, then added, “please.”


  “No,” the creature said, with a broad smile.


  The first claw snapped to Zollin’s left, just out of reach, but the snap of the pincer was like a crack of thunder. Zollin swayed to his right to avoid the creature’s attack and fell right into its trap. The second pincer grabbed him and pulled him into the air. Only his magical shield saved him from being cut in half by the sawed edges of the giant claw. Time seemed to slow down and Zollin saw with some surprise that the serrated edge of the pincer reminded him of his father’s long tree saw.


  Then he was upside down and the creature was shaking him. He let his magical energy blast up the bone-like claw; the blue, electrical energy snapped and popped its way onto the strangely insectile arm. The creature shrieked and released him. He managed to turn in midair and land on his back. It was painful, but Zollin didn’t have time to recover. The creature swung its good claw and batted Zollin off the bridge. He had to fight back his panic as he fell into the darkness before he could think clearly enough to levitate himself back up. He didn’t know how well the creature could see in the darkness, so he hovered and let his light fade to nothing. Zollin couldn’t see, but he let his magical senses flow out and as he rose toward the bridge, he swung underneath it so that he came up on the opposite side from which he fell.


  He could sense the creature looking over the edge of the bridge, searching for him in the darkness. Zollin thought that perhaps he could sneak past the creature. He moved himself forward slowly, still levitating in case his feet made a sound on the stone bridge. He was just moving past the creature, holding his breath as he floated between the thick coils and the ancient stone archway.


  In a flash the creature turned and its good claw snagged Zollin’s foot. It quickly pulled him down, the fat coils snaking around him before he could act. The coils tightened and even with his magical barrier protecting him, Zollin knew he couldn’t hold back the powerful coils for long.


  He let his magic blaze out of him again, but this time the creature hissed in anger and only squeezed harder. It was like a child squeezing a bug, Zollin thought. When the bug bites the child cries, from shock and pain, but then that pain and fear is replaced by anger. Zollin next tried to burn the creature with fire, but the thick, rough skin seemed impervious. He was totally enclosed in the coils now and panic was making it hard for the young wizard to breathe.


  He closed his eyes and focused on what he could feel with his magical senses. The inside of the creature’s body was simple, there were no organs, no weakness for Zollin to exploit. He tried another tactic, using his magic he pushed against the stone tower. He couldn’t tell if the tower was made of stones or carved from the rock of the underworld, but he pushed hard, feeding his magical strength into the effort. The creature scooted across the bridge toward the edge. Zollin could feel the creature’s pincers scraping along the stone bridge, looking for something to hold on to. It was a tense moment, almost like a tug of war with both sides struggling for supremacy. Then, once the creature felt the edge of the bridge beneath one thick coil, it released Zollin, unwrapping from his body in one quick fluid movement to reestablish itself on the bridge.


  Zollin fell on the hard bridge, one leg hanging off. The creature quickly filled the entryway into the tower and sat waiting, realizing its best strategy was to make Zollin come straight at it.


  Zollin got quickly to his feet and let his light shine out. He wanted to see the creature, to anticipate its next move. But the creature didn’t venture forth, it stayed in the shadows of the entryway. Zollin looked around, but he couldn’t find anything he might use as a weapon to drive it away.


  “You have no hope,” hissed the creature.


  Zollin ignored it and peered over the edge of the bridge, hoping there might be another way into the tower further down. If there were, he thought, he might be able to jump off the bridge and levitate down to the opening and slip inside. Unfortunately there were no windows or openings that he could see. He was considering just levitating down to the bottom of the tower, but there was no guarantee that he could get inside from there, in fact, he didn’t even know if there was a bottom. For all he knew, the tower rose up out of molten rock and going down would wind up killing him.


  “I will never let you pass,” the creature hissed again.


  “I will pass,” Zollin said. “I will pass and I will find the witch and I will kill her.”


  “Never!”


  Zollin blasted the creature with blue, magical energy. The worm sizzled and smoked, but the beastly head hid behind the thick, serpentine body, which seemed much less susceptible to his magic. After a few moments he realized he would only exhaust himself pouring his power into the beast. He stepped back and considered his options again. He thought about levitating down and using his magic to separate the tiny, quivering bits of matter that made up the stone tower until he formed a hole big enough to climb through, but again he knew that it would take too much energy and he had no idea what was inside the tower. It could be open, like a cavern, or it could be walls dozens of feet thick. Then an idea struck him.


  He used his magic to shave off a portion of the stone bridge. He had a long, thin section of stone and he used his magic to narrow the edge until it was as sharp as a sword. He sent the stone blade hurtling toward the worm. Its coils were thick and dense, but the stone shard sliced through the tough muscle. To Zollin it felt like his magic was pushing a spoon though leather, but the shard kept moving, passing through one thick coil and then another. Finally it reached the center of the monster. The shard punctured the hard body segment. Zollin thrust it in hard as the creature flipped and rolled trying to escape.


  He waited and watched as the creature writhed in the shadows. He poked the shard in further, turning it and sawing with the stone splinter. Almost half of the rock shard was sticking out of the creature’s chest when it swatted at the stone blade and snapped it in half. Zollin quickly thrust what was left into the creature’s body, so that it could not clamp onto it and pull it out.


  Then he levitated the broken half of the blade. He raised it up, happy that levitating the stone shard was so much simpler than lifting his own body. He had to pull the broken shard back to keep the creature from grabbing it out of the air. Then he slammed it down into the creature’s neck. The beastly head convulsed and the shrieks were loud enough to make the stone bridge vibrate under Zollin’s feet.


  He moved closer as the creature’s writhing seemed to weaken. He watched carefully, keeping his shields up in case it was a trick, but the huge worm with crab pincers finally shuddered and lay still. The entire entryway flooded with a black, stinking ooze, almost as thick as tar, which was the creature’s blood. Zollin breathed a sigh of relief, but he had no idea how he was going to get past the huge, stinking corpse.


  After examining the situation, both with his eyes and his magical senses, he realized that his best option was to move the creature. He took a deep breath and let his magic flow into the creature. Moving it was difficult, but he managed it. He pulled it out of the entryway and then scooted it to the edge of the bridge. At the end, all it took was a little push and the creature rolled off the side of the bridge, its thick coils flopping and then disappearing into the darkness below.


  Zollin waited, listening to hear the impact of the body, but he heard nothing. After a few minutes he pulled his water skin from his pack. There was no more food, so he stood there, drinking the lukewarm water and wishing he had a bottle of wine. He remembered how at first wine had seemed so astringent. He had been used to cider and liked the sweetness of it, but eventually wine had filled him with warmth and energy like nothing else. And the taste had grown on him. He could taste the fruits over the sharp tang of the fermentation.


  He chided himself for wasting time daydreaming. His father had scolded him for just such idleness over the years. They would be working on one of the many carpentry projects his father took on and Zollin, saddled with a repetitive, boring task would eventually fall into one of his many daydreams, forgetting the task at hand while he stared off into space.


  “Keep moving,” he told himself, speaking out loud just to reassure himself in the darkness. “You can’t let everyone down.”


  He walked slowly over the thick, black blood. Once he was inside the archway he could sense the evil inside. The tower was like a beacon of some dark energy. He could feel the magic all around him, it was like being in a river and trying to move against the current. He felt his own magic, pulling deep inside him. In almost every case of magic he had encountered in his life, his magic always churned inside him trying to connect with that magic. Now, his magic was quiet and still, buried deep in his inner reservoir. He felt fine physically, but his magical senses recoiled from the tower. Terror took root in him and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was going into a place he didn’t want to be. Still, he couldn’t turn back now.


  A short way into the tower he came to a wide, winding stair case and started down the smooth stone steps. He moved slowly, his guard up, trying to ignore the feelings of panic and fear that coursed through him. The darkness tried to push in against his light. He kindled a small flame and held it just above his palm. He focused first on the warmth of the little flame. It felt good in the unnatural cold of the tower. Then he watched the orange glow of the little fire, the way it danced on the walls of the stairway and filled him with comfort.


  He thought of Brianna. It was impossible to see fire and not think of her now. She had been here, he realized; perhaps not in the tower, but she had dived deep into the earth, her fire so hot it turned the ground into molten rock and she swam down further and further, pulling the giant they had fought with her. Then she had come out into the open caverns of the underworld and had seen Gwendolyn building her army. Zollin remembered how shaken and afraid she had been after that. He understood now why the scene had affected her so deeply; it wasn’t just what she saw, but the darkness of the underworld had a power all its own. And it threatened to sweep Zollin away in a tidal wave of fear.


  He let the comfort of the little flame give him courage as he climbed down the staircase. He thought of his father and how they had watched a candle burning when Zollin was just a child. Those were the sweet times in his memory, when his father had been reflective staring into the light of the small flame. Usually it was on cold winter nights when the snow fell deep and their cottage was snug and warm, when his father had enjoyed his ale a little too much, that he became reflective. He would talk of Zollin’s mother, the way she moved, her smile. He had forgotten much about the way his mother looked, but he remembered her bright smile and the way his heart ached at the memory of it.


  Zollin thought of those stories his father told him as he climbed down the stairs of the tower. The darkness tried to snuff out the flame, but Zollin protected it. He did his best to remain vigilant as he descended and not merely lose himself gazing into the flame. It was difficult, but he pulled his mind back again and again, doing his best to remember his task.


  Then, even before he saw the movement in the darkness just beyond his small ring of light, he felt the presence of yet another creature. This one was smaller, but the intent it harbored was just as heinous. Zollin took a deep breath and then plunged on, into the dark.


  


  Chapter 22


  The cavalry’s second attack was much like the first. They killed many of the enemy soldiers, but slowed their advance only by an hour. Brianna guessed that the cavalry would exhaust themselves and their horses for little more than half a day’s reprieve from the constant onslaught of the witch’s army.


  “Take me down,” Brianna said to Selix once they had escaped the Leffers and the cavalry were in retreat once more.


  Selix flew low over the hills, and slowly an idea began to form in Brianna’s mind. She slipped off the golden dragon just as it passed over the cluster of officers that were riding with Commander Erns. She flipped in the air and landed a short distance in front of the group.


  “Lady Brianna,” Erns said. All the officers had seen Brianna with the pride of dragons and they all respected her.


  “I have an idea,” she told them.


  The next staging point for the cavalry was over an hour’s ride north. Brianna took the dragons and flew on ahead of the mounted soldiers. The landscape as they approached the Walheta mountains changed from vast, grassy plains, to gently rolling hills, and then finally to long slopping hills that would force the marching troops to either go around or struggle over. Brianna knew that a regular army would stretch out in a long line and follow the well worn trails between the larger hills. But the mindless army seemed to crawl over every obstacle in their path, including the dead bodies of their comrades.


  She sent mental images of the dragons blasting the hills with fire. Her plan was to make the hills too difficult to climb. The dragons could each take a hill and lay down a wall of fire that would force the army to go through the valleys where the cavalry would be able to fight them to a standstill. It wasn’t a perfect plan, and it would’t lead to victory, but it might buy them some time.


  Brianna picked the largest hills and assigned the dragons to each one. Of course they couldn’t cover the breadth of the land from the ocean to the Great Sea of Kings, but they could force the enemy army to stop its advance and deal with them. The biggest threat was the possibility that the army would flank the cavalry and surround them. They had to have a clear lane of escape. The dragons could take to the air, but the mounted soldiers needed to be able to retreat before they were trapped.


  Brianna found a wide valley that ran north and south for several miles and she decided to use that passage for the cavalry’s escape route. Once the light horsemen arrived she met with Commander Erns and explained her plan fully. He and his officers went to work assigning their soldiers to the different areas and making sure they all understood the escape route and the signals the dragons would give them. Tig was assigned the duty of scouting the enemy on either flank. Arial maneuvres would be used to signal the cavalry.


  Brianna watched as the soldiers hurried to their positions. The enemy were only half an hour behind them. It took all that time to get the soldiers into place. The dragons on their hilltops lay down flat, with only their long necks and heads on the crest of the hills to watch the enemy approaching.


  At first everything went according to plan. The Leffers were still at the front of the army, and they were the first through the passes between the hills. The cavalry hit the wicked beasts hard. The Leffers were roughly the same size as a horse and rider, but their tails made them seem much larger. The calvary used their long lances to keep the Leffers at bay. There were mounted warriors with lances who rode into the wedges of land between the hills. Other mounted soldiers took positions on the sounding hillsides and used their bows to bring down the Leffers.


  The bodies of the Leffers piled up and forced the mutated soldiers behind them to slow down as they sought to find a way over the corpses, many of which were still in their death throes, their large scorpion tails flailing dangerously. The dragons on the hilltops waited until the enemy were close, then rose up and enveloped the Leffers and mutated soldiers in waves of fire. The death toll was enormous, and the enemy soldiers began trying to go around the hill tops. It was chaos on every side, with many of the mindless soldiers pushing into each other and crowding into small gaps that became killing fields for the cavalry.


  Brianna flew with Gyia to the hills that weren’t occupied by other dragons. She could pour her intense fire down on the hill from just above, turning it into a molten waste that was impassable. Several of the smaller dragons fought the Leffers that rose up into the air. The battle was fierce, with smoke and flames on every side. Bodies piled up, which slowed the enemy further. Only moments after the fight had begun in earnest, Tig came speeding through, flying in exaggerated loops that signalled the cavalry’s retreat.


  Brianna saw, in the mental images Tig sent her, the left flank was closing fast. She guided Gyia to that side of the wide valley and they saw the Leffers leaving their positions at the front lines of the ambling, mutated soldiers to close in on the cavalry.


  The horsemen wheeled away, and raced through the valleys toward her. Many had clear lines of escape, but others were still battling. Brianna sent Tig to check their other flank. The dragons would have to leave their positions on the hilltops to cover the cavalry. She began to call the dragons in. Then a huge group of Leffers flew up out of a valley in front of her. Gyia wasn’t as strong as Selix and flew much slower, but Brianna was able to keep the Leffers from getting close enough to harm them. Tig darted in, billowing fire and flying right through the middle of the horde of Leffers so fast that none came close to striking him with their long tails. The bodies of the Leffers crashed to the ground and Brianna realized they couldn’t allow themselves to be pushed over the fleeing mounted soldiers. The other dragons flew in and engaged the Leffers, but more came. The escape this time would be much closer. The sun began to set and the cavalry would have to travel through the night to remain in front the enemy army.


  Brianna cursed as she realized they hadn’t bought much more time for the king’s army to make their preparations. She could only hope they would be ready. Then her world was filled with Leffers. For the first time she detected a difference in their tactics. Before, the flying monstrosities only rose up to fight while she and the pride of dragons threatened the evil army. Now they seemed to be coming at her in greater numbers. Once the horde of Leffers from the right flank arrived, the air above the escaping calvary became a fiery battlefield.


  Brianna slid off Gyia’s back, flipping dangerously close to one of the Leffers before landing safely on Selix’s back. Tig flew like a demon, darting in and around the horde of Leffers, belching flames and even using his talons to rip open any exposed flesh. The other dragons were moving together, almost like a flock of birds, holding the monsters at bay with waves of fire that engulfed some of them and ruined the wings of others. A few Leffers fell into the valley, their heavy bodies causing the fleeing horsemen to react quickly or be crushed. Brianna feared the cavalry was loosing more soldiers now than in their raids against the enemy.


  “Move east!” Brianna ordered the dragons.


  The Leffers were coming at them from all sides now, with more arriving every minute the fight continued. She knew their best bet was to retreat, but she had to make sure the cavalry was safe before they broke off the fight. She struggled to see what was happening below her. Finally she sent Tig a message and the blue blur slowed down and scouted the situation below. The big valley was clear and in the section where they had fought the enemy were still struggling to find a way through. They may not have stopped the enemy completely, or for as long as she had hoped, but they had made a difference.


  “Time to leave,” she called out. “Fly, fly, fly!”


  Selix led the retreat. Brianna and the golden dragon set the air around them ablaze. Once again Brianna’s clothes were burned away, her body covered with living fire. The other dragons followed closely behind Selix. Their standard procedure was to fly south, that way they led any Leffers who followed them away from the cavalry. Selix had started due south, burning an escape lane through the horde of Leffers, then Brianna felt the dragon stiffen. At first she thought perhaps Selix had been hurt, but then he turned, flying back the way they had come, despite the host of Leffers who were heading right for them.


  “No Selix!” she cried. “Fly south.”


  But Selix didn’t respond. The golden dragon’s body was stiff, only the wings moved. Brianna looked over her shoulder and saw the other dragons hesitating, only Tig and Gyia were forming up behind Selix. Then, with a feeling of despair she realized what was happening.


  “Selix!” she cried. “Turn around.”


  The dragons didn’t obey her. And Brianna knew she had only two options. She could stay with Selix and hope they survived the fight through the host of Leffers, or she could let the three dragons go. She knew where they were going, although it wasn’t certain they could make it. The Leffers no longer seemed to be fighting aimlessly. They had formed up in front of the trio of dragons, massing tightly together.


  “Whoever is commanding you doesn’t know what you’re facing,” Brianna shouted. “You have to turn back.”


  Selix shuddered, but didn’t obey Brianna. The big golden wings flapped hard and propelled Selix toward the wall of Leffers.


  “I can’t stay with you,” Brianna said as tears stung her eyes.


  Again Selix shuddered, but the dragon didn’t speak, not even to send a mental image to her. It was as if she was blocked from the dragon’s mind. She stood up on the dragon’s back and ran down the thick spine. Selix’s tail was rigid straight out behind the huge, golden body. Brianna ran down the tail and jumped high into the air. Catching currents and flipping, as she moved toward the rest of the pride who watched in horror. Brianna felt the questions from the other dragons, her mind flooded with images of her beloved pride mates racing toward the Leffers. She didn’t want to see what would happen, but she couldn’t block the voices of the other dragons, all speaking in mental images she couldn’t hide from.


  Selix billowed flame at the wall of Leffers. Brianna couldn’t tell how many had massed against them, but it seemed like thousands. The flames burned a hole in their formation, the big creatures dropping from the sky and crashing into those directly below. Selix tried to fly into the gap, but more Leffers from behind the main body got there first. More fire washed over the horde, but Selix was hit with hooves, stingers, and even the bodies of the Leffers the dragon’s flames knocked out of the sky. Hundreds followed Selix as the golden dragon plummeted toward the ground.


  Tig had been flying behind Selix and Brianna’s heart almost stopped as Selix fell. Then her hopes rose, as she saw Tig flashing forward, pouring on speed the way only the little, blue dragon could do. But instead of rushing to Selix’s aid, Tig darted through the small hole in the mass of Leffers Selix had created. More of the winged, horse creatures were flying in to fill the gap, but Tig raced through, dodging the stingers that shot out toward its blue scales and then disappeared behind the mass of Leffers.


  Brianna saw all this in a matter of seconds as she flew through the air toward the other dragons that were hovering now, watching the three dragons who were flying north again. Gyia was the only one in sight now. The purple dragon seemed to slither through the air, racing up toward the clouds in an effort to avoid the mass of Leffers. A group of the winged creatures flew forward above Gyia, which forced the purple dragon to turn. More of the Leffers pursued Gyia, and soon they had the serpentine dragon boxed.


  Gyia fought savagely. Her purple tail snapped from side to side, knocking dozens of Leffers out the sky with each swipe. Gyia’s talons were deadly to anything that came near the her underbelly, and from her mouth came a constant stream of flame. But the Leffers were attacking every part of her, including the wings and soon a mass of Leffers fell with Gyia. The purple dragon struggled to escape, but there were too many bodies too close to the dragon.


  Brianna tried not to watch, she focused on moving through the air. Ryzzo was the largest dragon left, a thin, amber colored dragon with a wide back. Ryzzo’s head was flat, and the wings that stretched out on either side looked almost like they were an extension of the dragon’s thin sides. The amber dragon looked like it belonged more in the sea than in the sky, but it bore Brianna’s weight easily.


  “South,” she said, as tears streamed from her eyes.


  The dragons flew away, easily outpacing the horde of Leffers that were behind. Brianna fully expected that they would turn back once she and the dragons were out of sight, but she was so distraught she didn’t care. All she could think about was Selix and Gyia falling, covered in the horrible Leffers, and how Tig had disappeared. Brianna knew what had happened, someone had learned how to control the dragons. And as much as it pained her to admit it, she knew who it was, she just didn’t want to believe it. King Wilam had learned how to control them, and he had ignorantly sent them to their doom.


  


  Chapter 23


  Zollin moved slowly. There were only a few more steps before the winding stairway opened into a larger room. Zollin let his magical senses sweep out in front of him. A deep voice chuckled in the dark, then another.


  “Funny,” said the first voice.


  “Tickles,” said the second.


  Zollin could sense the creatures in the room. They were short, but broad shouldered. Their arms were almost grotesquely thick with muscle, and so long the hairy knuckles nearly touched the floor. Their heads were square shaped, so flat on top that Zollin had trouble believing it. They had thick jaws and flat noses. Their bodies were shaped like barrels and their legs had no knees, just thick round thighs and flat bare feet.


  Zollin let his flame die and walked down the final few steps in total darkness. Then, once he reached the final step, he let his magical light shine out.


  “Ahhh!” shrieked one of the creatures, holding a thick hand up in front its face.


  “Light!” said the other as it squinted in the sudden brightness.


  “I am Zollin,” the young wizard said. “I’m looking for the Sorceress, Gwendolyn. Do you know where she is?”


  “Hurts eyes,” said the closest of the two creatures.


  Zollin guessed they were trolls. Slow witted creatures, but incredibly strong. He’d heard stories of trolls as a child. He’d even seen a troll in the Paddingar forest, at least he thought it was a troll. But these creatures were different. They were exactly like he’d imagined them as a boy.


  “Stop it,” said the other, drawing what looked like a large, rusty knife.


  “Hurt,” said the first, pulling what looked like a short sword from a sheath at its waste, but the weapon looked more like a dagger in the troll’s over sized fist.


  “I’m not looking for trouble.”


  “Like trouble,” said the nearest troll as it lumbered forward with a wicked looking smile.


  Zollin raised an invisible barrier between himself and the troll. It thumped into the barrier so hard it knocked itself backward and fell.


  “Ouch,” it said.


  “Fall,” said the other with a chuckle.


  “Hurt,” said the first.


  “I don’t want to hurt you,” Zollin said. “I need to find the witch.”


  “No,” said the first, climbing slowly to its feet.


  “Please,” Zollin said. “I don’t want trouble but I’m not afraid to use my power if I have to.”


  “Like trouble,” the nearest troll said again as it started forward toward Zollin.


  This time he shot a blast of blue magical energy toward the troll. For a brief second the troll’s eyes widened as its body shook and convulsed. Then it staggered back, smoking.


  “Hurt,” it said again in outrage.


  “I don’t want to hurt you,” Zollin said.


  The second troll trotted forward, waving the rusty knife. Zollin let his magic flow into the blade and handle. He sped up the quivering bits of matter, making them spin so fast the handle grew hot.


  “Ahhh,” shouted the troll as it dropped the knife. “Hot!”


  Both trolls looked confused so Zollin increased his light, looking for a way out of the big room. There were bones littered around the chamber. Rusty weapons, bits of rotted clothing, and patches of mangy looking animal skins. He noticed the bones had teeth marks in them.


  Then, beyond the gloom of the big chamber, was another archway with stairs leading down. Zollin looked at the trolls and decided it might be possible to simply slip past them. He walked quickly toward the archway, but the trolls reacted faster than he expected.


  One moved directly in front of him, the other lurched for him. This time he slammed his magical barrier into the troll, knocking the heavy creature backward. The weight of the troll surprised him. It was like trying to push a full grown cow around.


  “Blast!” shouted Zollin, letting his magic flash out toward the troll in front of him.


  The blue, magical energy cracked across the space between him and the troll in an instant. It fed into the troll’s thick body as little lightning bolts crackled up and down its long arms. The creature fell back, toppling like a felled tree, its body stiff.


  Zollin moved forward again but from behind him the first troll shouted.


  “No!”


  It was climbing back to its feet but Zollin was sure he could outrun it. Instead, just as he was nearing the archway, the space closed in front of him. It wasn’t a door and it wasn’t stone, but the way was blocked just the same. Zollin could feel the dark magic barrier, much like his own invisible shield, blocking his way. He turned just in time to see the troll running at him, it’s head down, the sword in its massive fist held back, ready to strike.


  Zollin restrained his first instinct, which was to blast the creature. Instead he shuffled out of the troll’s way. Keeping his back to the wall and watching both of the trolls. The one on its feet skidded to stop just before hitting the dark barrier. The other was rolling from its back to its stomach and struggling to get to its feet.


  “Please, I don’t want to hurt anyone.”


  “Hurt you,” said the nearest troll angrily, the one with the sword.


  He lunged at Zollin, who sent a ball of fire into the troll’s face. The troll bellowed and he sent another; this one hit the creature’s chest. There wasn’t much force behind the fireballs, but Zollin was hopeful the creature’s ratty clothing would ignite. It did, the flames catching the fabric and burning quickly.


  “Fire!” shouted the troll who had just gotten to its feet.


  “Burns!” shouted the troll who was on fire.


  Zollin sent another ball of fire at the other troll, who had started to help its companion, but it was clearly afraid of the fire. It backed away. Zollin let a sphere of bright flame kindle just above his hand.


  “Let me pass,” Zollin said, edging back toward the blocked archway.


  The burning troll had ripped off its clothes. Zollin could see the blisters on its thick skin from the fire.


  “No,” they shouted in unison.


  “I’ll burn you both,” Zollin threatened.


  “No,” said the burned troll.


  “Hurts us,” said the other.


  “I won’t hurt you if you let me pass.”


  “Hurts us,” the troll said again.


  “Can not pass,” said the other.


  “I won’t let the witch hurt you,” Zollin said after a burst of inspiration. “Let me pass and she’ll never hurt you again.”


  He saw the look pass between the trolls. They were tempted. Of course they weren’t convinced, so Zollin fed more energy into his fireball so it grew bigger and brighter.


  “Let me pass,” Zollin said.


  The dark barrier fell and Zollin darted forward, letting the fireball float behind him until he disappeared down the wide stairway. He didn’t wait to see what the trolls would do. He hurried down the steps, letting his magical light shine out to illuminate the way before him. He descended several revolutions around the spiralling staircase. The stairwell was enclosed, so he couldn’t be sure how many, but he finally stopped and took a few moments to catch his breath. He was thirsty and tired, but had very little water and no safe place to rest. He knew he would have to push on, but first he took a drink of the water in his pack.


  The stairs seemed to go on and on, farther and farther down into the tower. Zollin wondered if he would have the strength to go back up again if he somehow managed to kill Gwendolyn and escape. The temperature as he descended began to rise. Sweat soon ran freely down the sides of his head, and down his back. He moved slowly, but breathing became difficult. Even with his magical light piercing the darkness, his vision seemed foggy. He felt as if he were in an oven and every breath seemed to scorch his throat. The hot air didn’t seem to help him, as if there wasn’t enough oxygen in it.


  He moved slowly, keeping one hand on the stone wall of the staircase and maintaining a magical bubble around him. Finally the stairs ended in another room, but this one was unlike any he had seen before. It was long and low, the ceiling barely high enough to keep Zollin from stooping. He moved slowly across the room, coming to an intricate design on the floor. He studied the design for a moment, it looked like a large maze.


  His next step was almost his last. His foot came down on what looked like the border of the maze and broke through the floor. He fell, but luckily part of the maze held his weight. Orange and yellow light shone up through the hole in the floor around Zollin’s leg. He pulled his leg back up and felt a wave of intense heat follow it. He guessed the ground below the maze was molten rock. It made sense, he thought. The lava flow would be the reason why the temperature was so high. This room was more like an oven than he had imagined.


  He stood up and studied the maze again. He was standing on what looked like the path inside the maze. Gently he put his weight on another section of the maze barrier. The brittle stone floor fell away. Zollin used his arms to keep his balance. He took a cautious step forward, careful to stay on the path. This time the floor held his weight.


  The next two hours were spent negotiating the maze. More than once he found himself at a dead end and was forced to turn and go back. At one point he carelessly stepped a bit too far off the path. The floor crumbled under his weight and he nearly fell into the gapping hole. It was only when he finally finished the maze that it occurred to him he could have levitated over the entire obstacle.


  As he moved forward the walls slowly angled in. At first he didn’t notice but eventually it was impossible to deny. He could see both of the side walls now in his small circle of light. After a few more steps his head bumped into the ceiling. He ducked a little and took a few more steps. The ceiling was getting lower the same way the walls were closing in. Zollin was forced to bend at the waist, then he had to get down on hands and knees and crawl. The room became a tunnel and then barely more than a tiny crawlspace. He kept moving forward until he was forced to lie flat on his stomach and pull himself along the smooth stone passageway. Soon, he was forced to turn his head sideways. His shoulders rubbed against the walls and since his hands were down by his waist pushing him forward, there was no way to know what lay ahead.


  He began to feel panic as he pushed his body into the tiny space. It was difficult to move and he was afraid of getting stuck. He had just about decided to turn back when everything went black. Zollin lay still for a moment wondering what had happened. He increased the amount of magic he was transforming into light but he still couldn’t see anything. He screamed, but the sound seemed to disappear as it left his mouth.


  He felt like he couldn’t breathe, like the walls were getting closer even though he wasn’t moving anymore. He had to get out but he felt stuck. His feet and hands scrabbled on the stone but he couldn’t feel his body move. Pain was ignored as his knees cracked into the stone floor and his finger nails pulled against the nail beds. He squirmed and cried. He felt death as an eternal blackness threatening to engulf him. He couldn’t move, couldn’t break free, couldn’t see. Then everything drifted away. His body felt light and he let go of all his fears, all his worries and cares. He knew he was dying but he didn’t care anymore. All he could think of was his quest was over and he could rest. The responsibility to his father and friends was gone. He was free.


  


  Chapter 24


  Brianna wept hot tears that streaked down her face. She looked out over the dragon’s shoulder and all she could see were the mutated soldiers lumbering forward. Thousands of them, as far as she could see in every direction. The dragons were swinging wide, flying west toward the ocean. They were a muted group, each lost in its own thoughts after seeing Selix and Gyia overwhelmed and forced down by the Leffers.


  She tried to imagine a way her dragons might have survived but she couldn’t. Even if the Leffers’ scorpion tail stingers couldn’t penetrate the their scales, they had fallen down into the masses of enemy soldiers. There was no way they could survive.


  The ocean was dark as the sun sank into its depths. Brianna saw the white foam along the edges of the waves. The clouds were still thick above them, spitting rain. She kept flames covering her body so she didn’t feel the cold. She felt like death would be a relief from the endless grief.


  The dragons circled wide out over the ocean, going so far at one point that Brianna couldn’t see the shore. Then they angled back in toward the mountains. They were well ahead of the enemy army now. She guessed the attack would come late the following afternoon. It was well past midnight when she arrived back at Walheta’s Gate. She sent the dragons to find food and rest. They would be needed the next day, but for the rest of the night they could do as they pleased.


  She slid off Ryzzo’s back and flipped her way to the ground. She was still covered in flame, but found a blanket that had been left in the back of a supply wagon. It was damp but Brianna didn’t care. She folded the blanket around her and went into the feasting hall. The room was dark, the fire having died down. She found food and went to Mansel’s room.


  “Nycoll,” she whispered. “Nycoll its Brianna.”


  She knocked gently on the door and soon it opened.


  “Brianna?”


  “It’s me. I need clothes.”


  “What happened to your clothes?” Nycoll asked, wiping the sleep from her eyes.


  “They burned up, you know?” Brianna said with a lopsided smile.


  “Oh, ok, just a second.”


  A moment later Nycoll came out onto the balcony landing with clothes—a pair of baggy pants and a woollen shirt. Brianna had to roll up the sleeves and trouser legs. Nycoll found a leather belt and Brianna pulled it tight.


  “Thank you,” she said.


  “It’s nothing. Are you alright?”


  “No,” Brianna said. “You better wake Mansel and Quinn. Have them meet me in King Wilam’s rooms.”


  “Okay,” Nycoll said.


  Brianna went to the large anteroom that led to Wilam’s sleeping chamber. She couldn’t believe the man she knew would take control of the dragons, but there was no other explanation. He had given them an order and somehow the dragons were powerless to resist. That order had led to their deaths, Brianna was sure of that. She had hoped perhaps Tig had survived and would be nearby, but she hadn’t felt the small, blue dragon’s presence.


  Her anger was so great that it took all her self control not to set the whole feasting hall ablaze. She opened the door to a dark room. It surprised her a little that none of the king’s men were in the anteroom, but she pushed on, expecting to find the injured king in his bed. She kicked open the door and set her hand ablaze to give light in the dark room. It was empty.


  “What’s going on?” Mansel asked.


  “Where’s Wilam?” Brianna demanded.


  “He pulled back,” Quinn said. “It took some convincing, but he didn’t need to be here when the enemy arrived. The Royal Guard took him back to Green Glenn yesterday afternoon.”


  Brianna felt the tears streaking down her face, but there was no way to stop them.


  “What’s wrong?” Quinn asked.


  “That damn fool found a way to control the dragons,” Brianna explained. She sank onto the little bed, the flame in her hand dying down to a single flickering tongue of fire.


  Nycoll came into the room with a lamp, and turned up the wick so they could all see.


  “He’s got control of the dragons?” Quinn asked softly.


  “Not all of them,” she said, through her tears. “Just Selix, Gyia, and Tig. He discovered how his father had done it and now he’s doing it too.”


  “Well, I’m sure that’s not great news, but it isn’t the end of the world, is it?” Quinn asked, placing a hand Brianna’s shoulder.


  “He sent them to their deaths,” she said and her whole body shook with sobs.


  “Bastard!” Mansel said.


  “What can we do?” Quinn asked.


  “Nothing,” Brianna said, collapsing back on the bed and covering her face with her hands. “It’s too late now. They’re gone.”


  Nycoll found a blanket and Quinn stayed with Brianna. She cried herself to sleep and dreamed of Zollin. He was in a dark corridor, but he wasn’t afraid. He just lay there, in the darkness, not moving, not caring about anything.


  “Zollin,” Brianna said, but he didn’t hear her, so she shouted. “Zollin!”


  He stirred, his eyes blinking softly in the darkness. Brianna had grown used to the ability to see in the dark, and she often forgot that other people couldn’t. It was strange to see Zollin straining to see. She felt sorry for him. She tried to go to him but she couldn’t. No matter how hard she tried, she never got any closer to him. Tears filled her eyes as she realized that she couldn’t hold him, couldn’t comfort him.


  “Oh, Zollin,” she cried.


  “Brianna?”


  “Why have you given up?”


  “What? I don’t know what’s happening.”


  “You have to come back to me, Zollin. I’ve lost so much. I don’t want to lose you.”


  “You aren’t,” he said, but there was no confidence in his voice.


  “Don’t give up,” she said.


  Then she woke up. Quinn was looking over her with concern.


  “You all right, dear?” he asked.


  “Yes,” Brianna said, the pain of realizing she had only been dreaming and Zollin wasn’t there with her was like an open wound. “I was just having a bad dream.”


  “I understand,” Quinn said. “But you’re safe now. The sun is just coming up. Do you want to sleep some more?”


  “No,” Brianna replied, an edge returning to her voice. “I have to find King Wilam.”


  “He’s in Green Glenn, but General Hausey has operational command of the army.”


  “Tell him the dragons and I will be back, but we have to find King Wilam.”


  “Alright,” Quinn said, he looked puzzled but he didn’t argue.


  “Thank you for staying with me, Quinn.”


  “It was my pleasure,” he said softly. “Do you always see him in your dreams?”


  “Who?” Brianna asked.


  “Zollin,” Quinn said sadly.


  “No,” she said. “I don’t.”


  He nodded but didn’t say more.


  Brianna got up and splashed cold water onto her face. There was a soft towel next to the basin and she dried her face with it. Then she tied her hair back into a ponytail with a leather thong. She started to leave but Quinn caught her arm.


  “The enemy will arrive today?” he asked.


  “They will. Probably this afternoon.”


  “Well then,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “If I don’t see you again I want you to know something.”


  “Don’t talk like that Quinn,” she said, but there was no confidence in her voice.


  “You and I both know the odds of us surviving are slim. You stay in the air, stay with your pride of dragons. We don’t know what may become of Zollin, but I’d feel better knowing he had you to come home too, even if you are in love with King Wilam.”


  Brianna’s face darkened with anger.


  “No,” she said boldly. “I love Zollin and I won’t deny it anymore. Not for a king, or his army, or anyone else.”


  Quinn smiled, but he didn’t respond.


  “I love you,” she said, wrapping her arms around Quinn’s neck.


  “And I love you too. I couldn’t love you more if you were my natural born daughter.”


  He kissed her check and they pulled away from each other. Brianna gave him one last smile and then she hurried away. She didn’t want him to see the tears in her eyes. She was almost out of the feasting hall when Mansel spoke from a dark corner near the door.


  “You leaving without saying goodbye?” he asked.


  “I didn’t know you were up yet,” Brianna said, hesitating by the door.


  “It’s hard to sleep the night before a battle,” he said.


  “I wish you didn’t have to fight,” Brianna said. “I wish you could take Quinn and Nycoll and leave right now.”


  “And miss all the fun? I don’t think so.”


  “It won’t be fun,” Brianna warned. “You stay with Quinn and look after each other. I’ll try to check on you when I can.”


  “Brianna, the little girl from Tranaugh Shire, always so bold,” Mansel said. He was smiling and the tone in his voice was wistful. “Who would have thought you would be checking on me in a battle.”


  “I always did,” she said, then she slipped out the door.


  The dragons were waiting. They were anxious. Sorva swooped down and landed near Brianna. An image of Brianna riding on the black dragon flashed into her mind. Sorva was smaller than Selix or Ferno, but still big. Brianna had made only one of the many dragons she had fashioned out of stone deep in the heart of the mountains a black dragon. Bartoom was the ancient beast that had ravaged northern Yelsia, destroying whole villages in its quest for gold. Her dragons hadn’t fallen under the spell of gold yet, but she knew in time they would. As they became more independent and more acquainted with the ways of man, they too would seek gold. The rare metal was both a healing agent and a comfort for the dragons, Brianna had learned that much from Bartoom. But she had been leery of fashioning a dragon who would be associated with Bartoom. Sorva was similar in temperament, but different in build. Sorva had a shorter neck and taller body than the others. Where most of the dragons looked out of place on the ground, Sorva looked right at home. The black beast had four powerful legs, and could run on the ground almost like a horse. It also had a tail that split into three sections, like a trident, each ending in a flat, bony tip that was deadly to any creature that got too close.


  “Alright,” Brianna said. “But if you get tired we have to switch.”


  Sorva growled. The black dragon had a long snout with curved fangs that protruded up and over its top lip. Smoke billowed from the large nostrils as Sorva's growl rumbled in the beast’s thick chest.


  Brianna sprang into the air and settled lightly on Sorva’s back. The black dragon’s back was narrow at the top and Brianna realized it would be easier to ride on Sorva’s back than any of the other dragons. Sorva leapt into the air and soon they were soaring south, the remaining eight dragons following along behind them. The clouds were dark and angry looking, pushing lower and lower to the ground, or perhaps the ground was rising higher and higher above sea level, Brianna wasn’t sure. Soon they were flying through snow and her clothes were soaked.


  It took them less than an hour to fly from Walheta’s Gate to Green Glenn, but Brianna was shivering by the time they arrived. They circled over the encampment and saw soldiers positioned outside the small inn. Brianna guessed the inn was the best place for King Wilam to rest. His wounds were severe and the trip north would have weakened him. She was so angry at Wilam that she didn’t notice Tig at first. The small blue dragon was in a little pen that was filled with hay. It lay still, its head down, but Brianna saw Tig’s eyes watching her and the other dragons.


  Brianna didn’t wait for Sorva to swoop down. Instead she stood up, spreading her arms and let the air catch her. She flew backward off of Sorva and then dove straight down. She danced and twirled on the updrafts just enough to slow her descent. Then she landed near the pen were Tig was resting.


  “Are you alone?” Brianna asked the dragon.


  Tig’s eyes followed her, but it did not speak or move. Brianna vaulted over the fence and came near Tig, placing her hand on the dragon’s head. Tig was bruised and there were small lacerations along its softer underbelly. Brianna sighed. Tig was fast and agile, but it hadn’t flown through the gauntlet of Leffers unscathed.


  “I will free you soon,” Brianna swore. “One way or another you will be free, I swear it.”


  Tig growled softly, almost a purr, and then Brianna stood up.


  “You aren’t supposed to be in there,” said a soldier who came walking toward the pen.


  “I’m not?” she asked. “Why?”


  “King’s orders?”


  “King Wilam?”


  “Yes.”


  “Take me to him.”


  “I’m sorry?” he said in surprise.


  “I want to see King Wilam,” Brianna repeated.


  “No one is seeing the king,” the soldier said.


  “Not even his betrothed?”


  The soldier looked confused.


  “I am Brianna, soon to be King Wilam’s queen.”


  “I’m sorry, my lady, I didn’t recognize you in those clothes.”


  Brianna didn’t respond, she just jumped over the fence and started walking toward the inn. The soldier had to hurry to keep up with her.


  “How is he?” she asked over her shoulder.


  “The king? I’m not sure, my lady. We just guard the inn.”


  “You’re not a Royal Guard,” Brianna said.


  “No, I’m actually just a volunteer. The King insisted that most of the Royal Guard stay with General Hausey. He has a half dozen of his guards in the inn with him. The rest of us just watch the perimeter.


  “I see,” Brianna said.


  There were more soldiers near the door of the inn. As they approached two of the guards lowered their spears.


  “Oi, Dynal, what are you doing?” one of them asked.


  “I’m escorting her ladyship to see the king,” the soldier named Dynal said.


  “Are you sure? She doesn’t look like the King’s bride.”


  Brianna smiled and Sorva came flying low over the inn, roaring angrily.


  “Oh!” said the soldier. “Forgive me my lady, I didn’t recognize you.”


  Brianna didn’t bother to reply. She pressed forward and the guards raised their spears. Inside the inn Brianna found a hive of activity. There were people preparing meals in the kitchen. On the long tables women worked hard fletching arrows. In another corner a group of women were preparing bandages and other supplies that would be sent out to the troops. Brianna looked to the small staircase and found two of the king’s Royal Guards standing shoulder to shoulder blocking access to the floor above where the guest rooms were located.


  Brianna went straight to the guards and presented herself.


  “I am Brianna, the king’s betrothed. I’m here to see him.”


  “The king isn’t seeing anyone,” said one of the guards.


  “He will see me,” Brianna insisted.


  “He’s resting. Wait here and when he wakes perhaps he will see you.”


  Brianna sighed. Then she jumped. The two guards weren’t expecting trouble and Brianna didn’t seem like much of a threat to the two burly men. She flipped over their heads and landed on the platform halfway up the staircase. The voices in the common room all fell silent.


  “What the hell?” said the guard, as both men turned and looked up at Brianna, their hands on their throwing knives.


  “I don’t want trouble,” Brianna said, producing a large tongue of fire over her hand. “I’m going to see King Wilam.”


  The two guards looked at each other and shrugged. Brianna went up the stairs and found a long hallway. At the end of the hall were two more guards. Brianna approached them and was surprised they didn’t challenge her. They merely stepped aside. She pushed open the door and found a large room, with several well made wooden chairs near a small fireplace. Opposite from the sitting area was a large bed. King Wilam was propped on pillows, his face glistening with sweat. He had no shirt on, but he wore the royal crown. Brianna frowned, surprised to see Wilam wearing the crown. She had never known him to be one to cling to the trappings of royalty.


  There were two guardsmen in the room, sitting in the straight backed wooden chairs. They stood up as Brianna entered. There was also a healer rinsing cloths in a wash basin. Brianna guessed the healer had recently changed the king’s bandages.


  “It’s okay,” the healer said. “It’s His Highness’ betrothed.”


  The royal guards relaxed and Brianna crossed to the healer.


  “He’s got a fever, but it isn’t too worrisome. I’m keeping him bathed with cool water. You can help if you like.”


  “No,” Brianna said. “I have work to do. Will he live?”


  “Of course,” the healer said. “Unless there’s some unforeseen complication.”


  “Good. Can he talk?”


  “Yes, but I wouldn’t wake him.”


  “Wilam!” Brianna snapped. “Wake up!”


  The guards looked alarmed but Wilam’s eyes fluttered open and he looked at Brianna.


  “What have you done?” she asked, tears streaking down her face.


  Wilam shook his head, but didn’t speak.


  “Don’t ignore me!” Brianna said. “You killed them. You know that, right? Selix and Gyia are dead and it’s your fault.”


  “Really, my lady,” scolded the healer. “I don’t think this is the time or the place-“


  “He will answer my questions!” Brianna said loudly.


  The guards stood up, drawing their short swords and moving toward Brianna. She turned and faced them, flames erupting from her hands and around her head. The guards hesitated, their eyes wide with surprise.


  “I will have an answer,” Brianna demanded.


  The guards didn’t move.


  “I am king,” Wilam said weakly. “I did as I thought best.”


  “I asked you what you discovered about controlling the dragons. You lied to me.”


  “I didn’t lie,” he said. “I only recently discovered what I could do.”


  “But why did you do it?” Brianna said, her shoulders shaking with sobs. “Why?”


  “I need them here, to protect me. I’m the king.”


  “Well they aren’t here,” Brianna said. “Because they were slaughtered. Don’t you see that you can’t control them. It’s inhumane. They have to do what you tell them even if it means flying straight into a horde of Leffers. They died because of you.”


  “I know that,” Wilam said, his face darkening with anger and a crazy light shining in his eyes. “But this is a war. We all have to make sacrifices.”


  “Don’t,” Brianna said. “Don’t turn into your father.”


  “I am king and I will do as I please, woman.”


  “Tell me how you’re controlling them,” she demanded.


  “I will not.”


  “Wilam,” Brianna said, her voice measured but the anger in her tone was all too clear. “You will tell me how you are doing it or I swear to you, I’ll will burn this inn down with you in it.”


  “You can’t threaten me,” Wilam said. “Guards, throw lady Brianna out of the inn.”


  The guards moved forward and Brianna held out one hand, never taking her eyes off of Wilam. A ring of fire sprang up in mid air, surrounding the guards.


  “You call for more and I will kill them,” Brianna said. “Do not test me further.”


  “You must stop this,” the healer said. “You are making things worse, can’t you see that.”


  “Tell me how you did it and I will leave,” Brianna said.


  “Swear to me,” Wilam said. “Swear on the life of your parents that you will leave if I tell you.”


  “I swear it,” Brianna said.


  Wilam coughed, his breathing was weak and he held his good hand against the wound in his side. His face was flushed and it was impossible to tell if he knew what he was doing or was lost inside a fever induced hallucination.


  “The royal crown,” he said. “Their names are inscribed on it. That is how I control them. Please don’t hurt me anymore. I’ll tell King Zorlan whatever he wants to know. My father is the King of Yelsia. He’ll give you whatever you want, just don’t hurt me anymore.”


  Brianna stared at Wilam for a moment, her eyes narrow, her forehead pinched in fury. Then she leaned over the bed toward him.


  “I never want to see you again,” she said bitterly. “I could never love a man who throws life away so easily.”


  Wilam was about to reply when Brianna’s hand shot out. She snatched the crown off of Wilam’s head and dashed toward the window. A blast of flame blew the thin glass out of the frame and she dove through the small opening. The ring of fire around the guards disappeared and they dashed forward.


  Even as Brianna jumped through the window she could hear Wilam shouting, “Seize her. Get my crown!”


  She flipped once after she cleared the window sill and then Sorva streaked under her, the black dragon’s wings pulled in close to its body. Brianna grabbed hold of the short neck and locked her legs around Sorva’s back. The big, black dragon’s momentum carried them past the inn, which was the tallest building in the small village. Once they were clear of the inn, Sorva’s wide wings flapped open and then they were climbing.


  Brianna held up the royal crown, her hand engulfed in flames. The gold became soft, the crown’s shape crumpling. Then the metal melted, pooling in the palm of her hand. They were past the village now and well away from the camps of the refugees. Brianna flung the molten gold away; it flashed out, hardening in the wintery air as it fell in hard drops into the forest-covered mountains which rose up around the wide valley.


  After a few minutes Tig joined the pride of dragons. They were ten strong now, and Brianna swore to herself she wouldn’t let anything else happen to them.


  


  Chapter 25


  Zollin heard her voice but he couldn’t see her in the darkness. He let his light shine, but there was nothing for the light to reflect off of. He didn’t know how he had gotten into the void he found himself in, but the world had become a great expanse of nothingness.


  “Zollin!” the voice said again, this time with greater urgency.


  His eyes fluttered and he realized he’d had them closed the whole time he thought he was looking around. Now he could see the stone walls pressing in. He squirmed, but he couldn’t move. He was trapped. He tried to shuffle backward, but it was no use.


  “Oh, Zollin,” cried the voice. It was full of pain and distorted by sobs, but he recognized it. He would have recognized that voice anywhere.


  “Brianna?”


  “Why have you given up?”


  “What? I don’t know what’s happening.”


  He struggled some more, but the stones were unmovable. Fear rose up inside him and threatened to push him over the edge of sanity. He wanted to scream and had to choke back tears.


  “You have to come back to me, Zollin. I’ve lost so much. I don’t want to lose you.”


  “You aren’t,” he said, but there was no confidence in his voice.


  “Don’t give up,” she said.


  He struggled again, but this time there was no resistance. He rolled across the stone floor and when he looked up he saw the archway only a few steps ahead of him. He looked back but there was nothing but a long, open corridor. He struggle to his knees and rubbed his eyes. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. How had he come out of the tiny, narrow space? Where was the tunnel now? He used his light to search for an opening but there wasn’t one.


  “I’m okay,” he said out loud, his voice echoing off the stone walls.


  He felt a little silly talking in such an isolated place, but he was certain Brianna was nearby. He had heard her voice. He had spoken to her. He was certain about that.


  “Brianna?” he said. “Where are you?”


  There was no answer. He wanted to scream, but instead he just raised his voice a little.


  “Brianna? Are you there?”


  Silence filled the long, empty corridor. He wanted to cry. He missed her so much, but it must have been a dream. He realized he must have been under some type of spell and only imagining the tunnel was closing in on him. He wanted to scream, he was tired of being in the underworld. But he wasn’t finished yet.


  He got to his feet and his head felt light. He dug in his pack and found some bread crumbs in the bottom. He didn’t care if they were covered in mold, he ate them anyway and drank almost all of his water.


  It will all be over soon, he told himself.


  Then he went through the archway. There were more stairs, but instead of the wide, curving staircase, these stairs were broad and led straight down into a large cavern. There were stalactites and stalagmites near the walls, but the central part of the cavern was open. The floor was once again rocky under his feet and he realized he must have left the tower. There were torches illuminating a portion of the cavern. Zollin could see the form of a man in the light. The person was very thin and stooped, and paced back and forth. Zollin approached slowly, staying in the shadows.


  The man had a ratty looking cloak over his bony shoulders and a hood pulled up over his head. Zollin noticed the man’s feet were bare, and his hands were deformed the way the hand os the elderly sometimes become from years of work and arthritis. Zollin could see the swollen joints and the way the fingers had curled in and grown stiff. His first impulse was to help the man, but he hesitated. He didn’t know if this was even real.


  He let his magical senses flow toward the man, but his magic seemed to recoil before it came close. As soon as the magic neared him the man whirled faster than Zollin would have thought possible and stared in his direction. Then he lowered the hood and Zollin felt his breath catch in his throat.


  “Offendorl,” he said softly.


  “I know you’re there!” Offendorl shouted, his voice pinched with tension.


  “It’s okay,” Zollin said. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  Offendorl laughed a strange, high pitched cackle that made the hair on the back of Zollin’s neck stand up.


  “I need to find Gwendolyn,” Zollin said, trying to keep is voice steady.


  “The witch, the witch, the witch, the witch,” Offendorl chanted.


  “I thought she killed you.”


  A pained look came into Offendorl’s eyes.


  “No,” he said.


  “But I saw it,” Zollin said. “I saw the Leffer take you.”


  “She needs me,” Offendorl said in a high pitched voice. “Wouldn’t let me die. No, no, no, I begged her, I did. But she’s too cruel.”


  “So she trapped you here?” Zollin asked.


  “I can never leave,” he mumbled. “Never, ever, never, ever.”


  “How can I help you?” Zollin said.


  “You can die!” Offendorl shouted.


  Zollin felt an invisible force squeezing him and lifting him up off the floor. He struggled and then pushed back with his own magic. He felt the pressure lessen and then he was falling. He caught himself with a levitation spell and came down softly. He heard cracking and grinding sounds, like glass being stepped on and crushed against stone. Zollin raised his bubble of protection just as shards of broken stalactites and stalagmites came hurtling toward him.


  Offendorl cackled again, he was hopping up and down. He looked like a child watching a juggler and it occurred to Zollin that Offendorl wasn’t actually working magic against him. Gwendolyn was a sorceress, which meant that she had very little power of her own, only the ability to control the magic in others. It made sense, Zollin thought to himself as he knelt down to weather the storm of stone fragments being hurled at him, that Gwendolyn would have kept Offendorl alive. The old master of the Torr was the most powerful wizard in the Five Kingdoms.


  “I don’t want to fight you,” Zollin shouted.


  “Don’t fight, just die.”


  Zollin sent a bolt of blue, magical energy crackling toward Offendorl. The old wizard laughed as he held out a hand, stopping the energy in midair and redirecting it into the ground. Zollin sighed, realizing that fighting Offendorl wasn’t going to be easy. When they had fought before Zollin had caught the ancient wizard off guard with his brute power, but there was nothing to give him an edge deep in the underworld. The only positive thing that he could cling to was the fact that Gwendolyn had to be close. And, if Zollin could defeat Offendorl, it would weaken the evil sorceress.


  He was plotting his next move when the ground shook under him. He dove to the side, scrambling back into the darkness as the floor of the cavern split open right where Zollin had been crouched.


  “I can see you,” chanted Offendorl, like a child playing hide and seek. “The darkness doesn’t hide you here, wizard.”


  Something about Offendorl’s chant made Zollin realize that perhaps Gwendolyn was doing more than controlling the old wizard. Perhaps she could see and feel what Offendorl saw and felt.


  He sent a wall of magic hurtling toward Offendorl. The old man’s twisted hands came up and he blocked the magical attack. The wall had been invisible, just as Offendorl’s defense had been, but Zollin felt the shock of the two spells clashing together. It was like a wave rolling through the space of the cave as if they were underwater. Offendorl wasn’t hurt by the attack, but he staggered back two steps from the shock wave.


  Flames shot out of Offendorl’s mouth directly at Zollin. The younger wizard could have blocked the spell, but instead he ran, hurdling the crack that now ran down the center of the cavern and diving behind a row of stalagmites. The billowing stream of fire followed him, illuminating the cavern and reflecting off the drops of water that clung to the ceiling and dripped off the stalactites.


  Then, as the fire dissipated Zollin sent two waves of magic rushing toward Offendorl from opposite directions. The clash this time was even more massive than before, as the ancient wizard blocked both spells, but Offendorl had no where to go to avoid the impact of the magic which was effecting the physical world. His ancient body was slapped hard by the impact and Zollin saw Offendorl stagger. Then he sent another wave of magic, this one smaller and more focused than the others. He kept it low to the ground. Offendorl blocked the magic, but the effort knocked one foot out from under the old man. He fell hard, trying to catch his weight with his cripple hands.


  Zollin jumped up, thinking to rush in and attack when the roof of the cavern split open. Water came pouring down with such force that even with his bubble of magic around him, Zollin was swept backward. The cavern quickly began to fill with water and Zollin was forced to use magic to hold himself up above the churning waves. The crack in the floor of the cavern sucked the water down, creating a whirlpool as the water swirled around the cavern. Zollin couldn’t see anything, the torches that had given Offendorl light had been extinguished.


  Zollin floated just above the surface of the swirling water, and levitated back to the stairs that led up into the stone tower. He lowered himself onto the stone steps well above the rushing tide below him and let his magical light shine out. The area where he had been fighting Offendorl was flooded with water. Zollin had no idea what had happened to the old wizard, but he doubted that Gwendolyn would have sacrificed him so easily.


  For nearly an hour the water gushed from the space above the cavern. Zollin was vigilant but he was out of danger and no more attacks came. He rested, waiting for the water to recede. Eventually it did, but as the water went down, and the torrent from above turned into a steady drip, Zollin saw that the floor of the chamber had changed. It was now a writhing mass of the eels he’d encountered in the cave lake. There were thousands of the creatures, so many that they were squirming all over each other. The stalagmites had been waist high to Zollin, but now they were buried under the eels.


  Zollin knew the eels would attack him. They weren’t covering the cavern floor for no purpose. He could levitate over them, but something in the back of his mind was warning him of danger. Then the mass of eels seemed to rise up. Zollin let his light shine brighter and sent out a wave of his magic to ensure what he was seeing was real. The small eels, which averaged about two feet in length were sliding off of something larger. It was another eel, but it was gigantic. The creature, easily as large around as a cow, and long enough that its tail section was still hidden under the mass of eels, hissed. Zollin saw and felt the mist sprayed from the giant eel’s mouth. He didn’t know what the mist or venom was, nor did he want to find out. He sent magical energy into his bubble shield to ensure the spray wouldn’t touch him or be inhaled.


  Then, another giant eel reared up, this one much closer to Zollin. The eel didn’t hesitate, it dove for Zollin who scampered back up the steps and through the archway into the tower. The eel lay flopping and jerking on the steps.


  Zollin considered his options and looked back behind him. The corridor now seemed to narrow, just as it had done when he came through from the other direction. He could see the walls and ceiling moving closer and closer together.


  He realized here was nothing for him in the tower that would help him deal with the eels. He needed to cross the cavern that was now infested with them. As he watched, a third giant eel rose up and then a fourth. He needed to find a way to cross the space and quickly, before the task became impossible.


  Then he heard the cackling laugh of Offendorl echoing through the chamber. The ancient wizard was still alive and Zollin realized he was behind the attack. He steeled his resolve and rushed into the chamber.


  


  Chapter 26


  Mansel and Quinn spent the morning preparing the feasting hall to be burned to the ground. Barrels of flammable oil had been spread all over the walls and thick wooden beams of the feasting hall. The western pass was a well packed dirt road that lead straight through the center of Walheta’s Gate. Oil had been poured into the street, and each of the ruined houses and shops that once lined the road had been transformed into small piles of oil saturated kindling.


  General Hausey was stationed well back on a ridge overlooking the village. There were soldiers everywhere. Most of the cavalry had been spread along the line of defense between the eastern and western passes. Many were tasked with carrying messages, but others were being used as reserves in case the enemy broke though the main lines. Archers were strategically placed on the mountains around the pass. Quinn and Mansel sat with the soldiers. General Hausey had been all too happy to have them fighting with his troops and Nycoll helped the healers who were stationed well back from the front lines, farther along the pass.


  “You ever wish you had just stayed in Tranaugh Shire?” Mansel asked Quinn. “You could have, you know, you were respected. You could be home now, or drinking in the inn we built.”


  “No,” Quinn said. “I couldn’t let Zollin strike out on his own. He had plans to leave on his own, but I was going to follow him. I would have given him some space, but I couldn’t stand the thought of being alone in Tranaugh Shire.”


  “You had friends there. You could have gotten remarried, had more kids.”


  “No, I’m too set in my ways. I tried to settle down again, it didn’t take. If I couldn’t be happy with Miriam, then I wouldn’t have been happy anywhere.”


  “But you’re happy here, in this muddy camp full of soldiers facing an army of monsters. That makes you happy?”


  “No, I never said that,” Quinn replied. “I’m happy to be here with you. It wouldn’t be right to leave you alone now, even if I could.”


  “You did once before,” Mansel said, but there was no bitterness in his voice.


  “Yes, and I have regretted it ever since. I thought I was doing the right thing. I’ve thought that all along, but here we are. All my best efforts didn’t seem to make much difference in the long run.”


  “They made a difference to me,” Mansel said. “If you hadn’t left Tranaugh Shire I wouldn’t have either, and I know I’m better off now.”


  “You might be dead soon,” Quinn said with a smirk.


  “No, I don’t think so. I can do things with the sword that Zollin made for me that I never thought possible. You know he put this magic stone in it even though we didn’t really know what it did. But I can fight all day and night with this sword and never get tired.”


  “What if you’re tired to begin with?”


  “You don’t have to stay,” Mansel said. “You’ve done more than any man here. You could go north now, before the fighting starts. No one would blame you.”


  “I have no one to go back to,” Quinn said grimly.


  “Then take Nycoll,” Mansel said. “I would feel better knowing she was safe.”


  “She wouldn’t go and you know it. Besides, she’s needed here. We’re all needed here. I’m not needed anywhere else, but here I can make a difference, even if it is a small one.”


  “And what if we’re overrun?” Mansel asked. “Won’t what we do here be for nothing if these monsters get past us?”


  “Of course not,” Quinn said. “We may not be able to stop the enemy all by ourselves, but everything we do here makes a difference. Even if we die here, our lives will have had purpose.”


  “I don’t plan to die,” Mansel said.


  “All men die,” Quinn said. “We can’t stop that, but we can determine how we meet death. I want to die well. I want to die knowing that my death means something.”


  “Your life means more.”


  “I guess it’s almost time,” Quinn said.


  Officers on horseback came riding down the line of men calling out orders. Quinn and Mansel were on the western side of the village. They followed the troops out from the mountains, to the far southern edge of the town. The plan was simple. They would fight the enemy until they were pushed back, at which time they would fall back and wait for the enemy at the foot of the mountains. Once the enemy was close enough to engage, the town would be set ablaze. The hope was that the fire would not only kill many of the enemy soldiers, but it would slow their attack and confuse them. The steep hills that led up the mountain sides were covered with pine trees. The king’s army would fall back and take the high ground. There could be no coordinated defense from that point on, it would just be a bloody fight to the finish. Quinn and Mansel had staked out a small place from which to fight. They had even stashed some rations and water skins there in case they had time to replenish their strength.


  The rain began to fall, what was snow in the mountains was slushy fat drops of half frozen water that stung whatever skin was exposed. Mansel stood like a statute, almost as if he were unaware of the danger coming or the freezing rain falling on them. Quinn shivered, the cold crept down into his bones. He wished the enemy would hurry up and arrive just so he could warm up through physical exertion.


  He and Mansel were on the end of the line of the western portion of fighters. When the enemy finally came within sight, the soldiers made a shield wall, their thick, wooden shields overlapping and their short, killing swords held at the ready. Mansel stood with his sword propped on his shoulder. It was becoming a familiar look for the big warrior. Quinn glanced over and was surprised to see him smiling.


  “What are you so happy about?”


  “I’m ready to crack some heads!” Mansel said, enthusiastically.


  The whirring of the Leffer’s wings made Quinn nervous. He was near the front edge of the town. The line of fighters had left the broad road running through the center of Walheta’s Gate undefended. It made Quinn feel exposed. He was nervous, but not because he had something to lose, but rather because he felt like this was the end of his life and he wouldn’t know what happened to Zollin. He had many regrets, but none more than not knowing what had become of his son. He had come to terms with Zollin’s death, even though he had no way of knowing if Zollin had died. He had hoped to see his son happy, but the last year had proved to Quinn that Zollin would never have a normal life. His gift was too great. Quinn couldn’t deny he felt his time with Zollin had been too short, but there was nothing he could do about it now. He was facing a horrible army of what looked like giants to Quinn. He would stand shoulder to shoulder with Mansel for as long as he could. In Quinn’s mind he couldn’t think of a better way to die.


  A black dragon soared over them. Quinn and Mansel both strained to see if Brianna was riding the beast. Then it dove. It was well past the front lines of the enemy, and the Leffers were already rising up to engage the dragon. Quinn thought he could see two streams of fire pouring down onto the enemy. He didn’t envy the poor creatures caught in the fiery blast. Almost all the Leffers they could see pursued the dragon. Quinn and Mansel watched the aerial battle for as long as they could. It was a marvel to see the dragon diving and wheeling through the sky. If any Leffer got too close the dragon blasted it with fire. And, to Quinn’s relief, whenever any of the winged horse creatures got too close behind, balls of fire shot back at them.


  The air over the horde of creatures marching steadily toward them became thick with smoke which blended into the dark clouds above. As if to signal the dire nature of the fight about to start, thunder rumbled.


  “An ominous sign,” Quinn said.


  “Yes,” Mansel agreed, “but for them or for us.”


  There were orders shouted behind the front lines and then the sound of hundreds of bowstrings being released. The arrows whistled through the air as they arced up into the sky. It was impossible to see the dark missiles against the gloomy sky above. Quinn strained to see the arrows fall. They didn’t see the volley strike, but they saw dozens of the enemy fall to the ground. At first Quinn was heartened by the sight of the enemy falling wounded, but then he saw their comrades not just ignoring the wounded, but trampling them.


  “Good Gods,” said Quinn, “they’re trampling they’re own men.”


  “Brianna said they don’t stop for anything. They didn’t even try to defend themselves from the arrows.”


  Quinn shook his head. He couldn’t fathom such ruthless killers. He waited while more volleys of arrows fell. He had expected the enemy to break into a run to cross the killing ground that lay between the two hosts, but the mutated army just trudged along, oblivious to any danger.


  More fell to the arrows, but there was no gap in the horde, for every one that fell more took its place. Finally the enemy had closed the distance to less than 50 paces. Mansel was swaying back and forth, looking more like a caged beast than a fighter. Quinn looked down the line of men. They looked terrified and Quinn realized that despite all the planning and effort, the king’s army would be overrun. Many of the troops in the shield wall were shaking visibly. Their best efforts wouldn’t stop the hoard of monsters. The absolute futility of it all made Quinn angry.


  “What the hell are we waiting for?” he said.


  Mansel nodded and the two men charged. The army watched as Quinn and Mansel dashed the last 40 paces toward the enemy. Mansel was a big man, taller than Quinn, with a thick barrel chest, large shoulders and arms. The enemy was bigger still, head and shoulders above Mansel. They carried large pieces of metal. There was no finesse to their weapons, no skill in the craftsmanship. Just heavy lengths of iron, most of them red with rust, and with one side ground to a cutting edge.


  Quinn carried the same short sword he always used. On his left arm was strapped a round shield, smaller than they heavy oak shields with the iron bosses the army troops carried. Quinn’s was simple wood with a thin band of iron around the edge. He charged straight at the nearest of the mutated soldiers, which happened to be a huge man, with long greasy hair that hung around his shoulders. The man was just raising his weapon when Quinn stabbed his short sword into his groin. The mutated creature groaned and bent forward, but Quinn thrust him back, ripping his sword out in an arc of black blood. The mutated soldier crashed into his fellows behind him, causing several to stumble and giving Quinn a moment before the next attack.


  Mansel was in constant motion. His first opponent fell when Mansel’s sword slashed through his throat. Then, before the soldier had even fallen to his knees, Mansel swung around and severed the arm of the next. He slashed and hacked. Many of the mutated soldiers were too slow to get their weapons into position before they were dispatched.


  Quinn’s greatest asset had always been his speed and ruthlessness in battle. He hung back though, after his initial attack. Mansel fought hard and Quinn took up a position behind his friend, making sure the surge of enemy soldiers didn’t strike him from behind.


  The soldiers kept marching, those on either side of Mansel and Quinn ignored them completely, content to simply march past. Soon the multitude of enemies reached the shield wall of the king’s army. The mindless soldiers lifted their weapons to attack, but most were slain before they could strike down at their opponents. When the heavy swords of the enemy army did fall, the shields of the king’s army stopped the blows, but often ruined the shield.


  Eventually the bigger, stronger soldiers of the witch’s army began to overcome the shield wall. Quinn heard the screams and shouts from the line of soldiers. The commanders, watching from the ridge above, waited until the shield wall broke, then they blew their war horns signalling the king’s army to retreat.


  “We have to fall back!” Quinn shouted.


  Mansel was in a blood fury. He was cutting down the enemy solders left and right. Some managed to strike at the big warrior, but his sword stopped every blow. The mutated soldiers had no sword skill, it was butchery striking them down. Mansel didn’t seem to have any qualms about hacking through the horrid masses, though. They were forced to move because the bodies piled up around them and acted like a rock in a stream, dividing the flow of enemy soldiers. When the horns sounded and Mansel didn’t respond to Quinn, who was selectively picking off the soldiers that trudged past on either side of Mansel, he grabbed the big warrior’s belt and began pulling him backward.


  “What are you doing?” Mansel cried.


  “We have to fall back!”


  Mansel finally understood. He followed Quinn, but kept a watch over his shoulder to make sure they weren’t attacked as they moved through the throng. Quinn had no problems clearing a lane through the huge, mindless fighters. They offered little or no defense when facing them head on, and from behind, they were like lambs to the slaughter. It was Quinn’s turn to hack and slash their way forward. They had to tread over the bodies of the fallen, taking care not to fall. Once, when Quinn lost his footing, Mansel caught him by the arm and hauled him upright.


  They were well into the mass of monsters and it took considerable time to fight their way out. They finally broke through the front lines of the horde just before the monsters reached the foot of the mountains. They were running through the trees when the flaming arrows fell into the village. Quinn stopped, leaning against a tree as he panted for breath. It was difficult watching his work over the past several days go up in smoke.


  “Damn!” Mansel said.


  Quinn wasn’t sure if Mansel was referring to the feasting hall bursting into flames, or the endless sea of mutated soldiers still marching toward them. The enemy filled the hills below as far as Quinn could see.


  “No time for mourning now,” Quinn said. “We’ve got to get to our position.”


  They pushed on, climbing higher up the mountainside.


  “I think they’ve slowed,” Mansel said once they reached the small clearing they had staked out for themselves.


  Quinn turned, his side aching from the climb. He was leaning forward, his hands on his knees as he gasped for breath. It was hard to see through the trees.


  “So the… fire worked?” he asked.


  “I guess,” Mansel said. “It’s hard to tell. It could just be the mountain. Maybe they have trouble climbing.”


  “That wouldn’t surprise me,” Quinn added. “They’re bodies are so deformed.”


  “They hardly fight at all, and they’re so slow.”


  “But they’re strong,” Quinn said. “And what they lack in sword skills, they make up for in sheer numbers.”


  “I wish the soldiers understood how easy it is to kill the bastards. Maybe they wouldn’t run away so easily.”


  “What is easy for you may not be so easy for the rest of us, have you ever considered that? Besides, most of the king’s army are conscripted farmers. When it comes to swordplay, they aren’t much different than the enemy. Just warm bodies on the field intended to overwhelm their opponents.”


  “They won’t overwhelm me,” Mansel said.


  “Well, however well they can climb or however many of them come this way, its going to be a long night.”


  


  Chapter 27


  Brianna had divided the dragons. She and Sorva flew toward Walheta’s Gate, while the others fanned out among the strongholds manned by the dwarves. She would have preferred to keep the pride together. She didn’t know if she would ever see any of them again. They could all be overwhelmed and slaughtered, but there was no way to avoid the fight ahead. It was what the dragons had come for, somehow Zollin had convinced them that they should help.


  She wondered what Zollin was doing now? Had he defeated the witch or had she defeated him. Brianna had no idea, and there was no guarantee that if he did defeat Gwendolyn the massive army of mutated slaves would turn back. All she knew for sure was that she could help in the fight, so she focused her mind on that task alone.


  It was mid afternoon by the time she saw Walheta’s gate in the distance. She could see farther and more clearly than an eagle, but the dragons could see farther still. Sorva sent Brianna a mental image of the far distance. The massive army was almost to the small village. They flew fast and low, streaking over the ridge where General Hausey and his staff watched the enemy approaching. They had long brass telescopes, but by that time Brianna could see the enemy in the distance. Below her, along the pass, she saw a large group of reserve troops, along with the wagons of the supply train. Her eyes focused in on a familiar woman standing in the back of a wagon filled with bandages and medicinal supplies. Nycoll was straining to see what was happening on the battlefield.


  Sorva flew on, over the deserted village and past the lines of troops. She saw the king’s soldiers stretched out in a long line to either side of the village. She wasn’t sure what the plan was, but it seemed obvious to her that they wanted the approaching army to funnel through the abandoned settlement. She saw Quinn and Mansel standing side by side. Just seeing the two of them made her feel more confident. Mansel looked relaxed with his sword resting on his shoulder. Quinn was swaying from side to side, his shoulders hunched. Brianna guessed he was cold. She was too, the rain pelting down on them all was nearly frozen, but as they flew out ahead of the King’s Army, she didn’t have time to feel cold. The Leffers were already rising in the air to meet her and Sorva, and there were more of the hateful creatures than Brianna had expected.


  Sorva angled up, flapping its black wings hard to gain altitude and speed. Brianna’s blood seemed to boil just from seeing the Leffers with their wretched faces and long, flowing hair. She wanted to kill every one of them for what they did to Selix and Gyia. They shot past the front lines of the enemy where the Leffers were flying up to engage them. Then Sorva dove, blasting fire in long straight stream. Brianna leaned to her right and added her own stream of fire to the attack.


  The mindless mutants were roasted, those nearest the flames dashed back, clashing into those around them who seemed not to notice the attack all. Brianna guessed dozens of the soldiers were killed, and many more were frightened but she knew her attack was merely a drop in the bucket. Even as Sorva rose up from the attack, Brianna saw the enemy horde stretching as far into the distance as she could see.


  Then Sorva wheeled, turning in the sky to face the Leffers who were charging at them now. Brianna guessed there were close to two hundred of the centaur creatures. Sorva bobbed up, then dove down, blasting fire at the creatures as it did. The flames flashed in the air and black smoke blocked Brianna’s view for a moment. Her shirt caught fire but she ignored it. The flames couldn’t hurt her and she had expected her clothes to be burned away during the course of the battle. They dove under the hooves of the Leffers, Sorva spewing flames upward as they passed. Brianna let two more streams of fire billow out from her hands which were angled to either side of the black dragon. A dozen of the huge creatures fell behind them, their bodies blackened, their insectile wings reduced to ash.


  Brianna twisted to see the bodies of the Leffers who fell crashing down on top of the unsuspecting soldiers below. She couldn’t help but smile at the destruction they had caused. The Leffers turned to pursue them, a few were close enough that Brianna threw balls of fire at them. The flaming spheres flew easily through the air and burst apart on contact. The fireballs weren’t strong enough to kill the Leffers outright, but they were more than sufficient to roast the creatures’ wings, causing them to fall to their deaths.


  Sorva swooped down, raining fire on the mutated army again before looping up, twisting in mid air so Brianna didn’t risk falling off the dragon’s back. This time Sorva flexed her mighty black wings and the dragon shot past the wave of Leffers, once again dousing the front runners in flames. Brianna focused on each of the beasts she wanted to kill, shooting fountains of flame straight at the wicked creatures.


  The Leffers tried a new tactic, spreading out instead of pursuing Sorva as a group. Brianna frowned when she saw the change in the Leffers’ behavior. She didn’t know if the creatures themselves were intelligent, but somehow they were coordinating their efforts though she didn’t see them communicating. She didn’t know if they could somehow send messages mentally, the way the dragons did, or if they were simply responding to her attack instinctively. Either way, she recognized her job was going to be more difficult than ever.


  “Don’t worry about the soldiers on the ground,” Brianna shouted to Sorva. “We can’t let the Leffers overwhelm us. Let’s go higher.”


  Sorva climbed high into the sky, but stayed just below the thick blanket of clouds. Brianna threw down fiery bombs at the Leffers. The flying horse creatures weren’t fast, but they were agile enough to dodge her blasts easily enough. Brianna kept the balls of fire together all the way down to the ground, so that even if the Leffer’s evaded her attacks the bombs would kill the soldiers on the ground. Keeping the fireballs together took intense focus on Brianna’s part. She could summon fire at will and produce heat so high that it turned solid rock into liquid fire, but without something for the fire to burn, she had to feed it with her own will, a task that grew more difficult the farther away the fire was.


  The Leffers followed, flying higher and higher as Sorva circled. Brianna realized they needed to engage the Leffers, but she wasn’t sure how to do so without endangering Sorva. Then an idea occurred to her.


  “Go up,” Brianna said, “through the clouds. We’ll attack them as they come through after us.”


  Sorva obeyed instantly. There was no feeling of Brianna ordering the dragon, they were a team. The clouds were thick and cold, but once they burst through they had to blink in the bright radiance of the late afternoon sunshine that made the clouds glow in the golden light. Sorva turned and glided, waiting for the Leffers to follow them up through the clouds. Then the first of the wretched monsters appeared and Sorva pounced. They sped toward the creature, who, like Sorva and Brianna, was blinded momentarily by the brilliant light. Below the clouds the world was gray and the clouds dark. Above them, the world was bright, the sky above was bright blue, the clouds snow white. The Leffer didn’t see them coming until it was too late.


  Brianna had expected Sorva to spew flames at the beast, but instead, the black dragon’s jaws opened, then slammed shut on the creature’s head. Brianna saw hair flying from Sorva’s mouth, and then the dragon’s head snapped to one side and sent the Leffer flying through the air, headless, the tail and legs jerking spastically. The hideous creature dropped back through the clouds, disappearing from view. Sorva spit the head in the opposite direction and wheeled as two more Leffers appeared above the clouds.


  Sorva roared and thick flames engulfed the two Leffers. Another popped up to Brianna’s right. She sent a flaming ball straight at the creature. She was expecting the Leffer to dodge away, but the flying horse was still blinking in the bright sunlight. It didn’t see the danger until it was too late. The beast’s wings withered against the shiny horse hide along its back and then the Leffer was falling, it’s hooves pawing uselessly in the air.


  Brianna and Sorva were kept busy after that. The Leffers appeared fast. Brianna threw flames as fast as she could. Sorva made pass after pass. At least half of the Leffers were killed but eventually they began to pursue Sorva, so they dove back through the bank of clouds.


  Below them Brianna was surprised at how dark the world was. She could see well enough in the dark, almost as well as she could in the day, but the change was still startling. Below them, there were craters where the Leffers had fallen. The mutated army was moving around the impact sites. The village of Walheta’s Gate was now a raging fire as well. Brianna realized that must have been the plan all along.


  “Fly to the village,” Brianna shouted.


  She wanted to see how successful the attack had been. They dove, hurtling toward the flaming village so fast Brianna had to blink away tears. The rain still fell, but it seemed to have no effect on the raging flames below. Even the road that led through the center of the village was on fire. Sorva swooped low and they saw hundreds of burning corpses. The mutated forms were easy to recognize. Brianna looked up and saw the mutated army now climbing the hills to either side of the village. The hills leading up the side of the mountains were steep and she could only hope the king’s army would have an advantage on the higher ground.


  Sorva wheeled and Brianna no longer had any time to worry about the king’s army. Diving toward her were a concentrated group of Leffers. They came in a clump that was at least twenty beasts wide and just as deep. There was no way Sorva could blast through them, but Brianna had another idea. She sent a mental image of Sorva blowing flames that came out of the dragon’s mouth and then flowed back along the dragon’s body. It was something the dragons did often to warm their bodies in the cold mountain air. Sorva flew straight at the swarm of Leffers, letting fire billow back over her scales and over Brianna too. Brianna added her own fire to Sorva’s until the dragon was covered from head to tail with bright fire, only the wings protruded. Brianna let the cloud of fire grow intensely hot, the flames were blue and the area around the dragon was so hot it was white.


  Sorva drew her wings into her body, just before they reached the swarm and the dragon’s momentum carried them into it. The Leffers tried to dodge out of the dragon’s path. Their intent was only too clear, to surround the dragon and strike at it as Sorva flew past. But the cloud of fire was too hot and the Leffers who tried to move in and attack Sorva from the sides ended up withering from the heat. Their wings melted and the long flowing hair burst into flames.


  Once Sorva was out of the swarm, her black wings extended and flapped hard, propelling dragon and rider up and away from the Leffers. Brianna turned and looked over her shoulder. Only a few dozen of the Leffers were still in the air. She realized the tide had turned. There wasn’t enough of the winged horses to overcome the dragon, they only needed to mop up the rest of them and then they could focus on the mutated army below.


  


  Chapter 28


  Bloc could see the army marching toward them and he didn’t like what he saw. The hill country between the eastern and western passes of the Walheta range was thickly forested, which made seeing the enemy army difficult to say the least. Bloc had climbed to the top of the hill and was watching the enemy along with Hammert and the other leaders of the Jaq clan. Below them the stronghold was bustling. The dwarves of the Jaq clan had spent most of the previous day and all night finishing what Brianna started. Bloc was still amazed that she had carved such a perfect stronghold into the side of a hill, and even more surprised that she had done it a dozen times in a single day. Each of the strongest dwarf clans had taken one of the strongholds to defend. The weaker clans, such as the Molar clan, which had been nearly decimated by the Anacrids before Zollin had saved them, filled in wherever they were needed.


  The biggest task for the dwarves had been making an escape tunnel. It was no secret that the dwarves of the Walheta Mountains had been conquered long ago, but their cavern system was extensive throughout the range, even if it was rumored to be filled with horrible monsters. Still, as King of the Dwarves, Bloc’s first order had been for each clan to establish an escape route into the old caverns. If the strongholds were overrun, the dwarves could escape. Brianna had shared that the enemy soldiers had been magically mutated into freakishly large beings. The dwarf tunnels were small and should keep the larger soldiers from following them.


  The dwarves had been reinforced by soldiers from Yelsia, but Bloc had sent the soldiers to create a line of defense along the crests of the hills. The strongholds weren’t big enough for humans and dwarves to fight together, besides, he knew his people were better adapted to fighting from strong positions. The humans on the other hand, need space to move about. Bloc didn’t want dwarves injured by the inexperienced human soldiers.


  Looking out over the hills, Bloc felt his stomach tightening. He knew deep in his bones this was a fight they couldn’t win. That wasn’t to say it wasn’t a battle they should fight, but he was glad his dwarves could slip away when the inevitable happened. He couldn’t see the enemy clearly, but he could see movement on every hill. The trees blocked most of the view, but through every clearing there was movement. The lean dwarf estimated the enemy to number in the tens of thousands, and that was just what he could see.


  Above, the the little blue dragon roared. It had been circling over their stronghold most of the afternoon. Dragons made Bloc nervous, even though he knew these dragons to be part of Brianna’s pride. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about them. He imagined dwarves were probably a delicacy to dragons and he wasn’t keen on finding out if his hunch was true.


  Tig flew like an arrow. The little blue dragon had waited as long as it dared. The dragon’s job was to draw away the Leffers, and that meant fighting them. Tig wasn’t afraid of the Leffers, he was much faster and more agile in the air than any of them, but the little blue dragon was alone now. Tig knew it couldn’t afford to make a mistake.


  Bloc watched the dragon shoot forward then to his surprise he saw Leffers rising up from the trees in pursuit. Tig blew fire down among the pine trees. Only the steady rain that had soaked the forest through most of the day kept the trees from igniting and turning into a raging forest fire. Bloc wondered for a moment if that strategy wasn’t the best for defeating such an army. Still, he didn’t want to see the world burn. And destroying the forest wasn’t absolutely necessary, so he put the thought out of his mind and hurried down into the stronghold with Hammert and the other elders of the Jaq clan.


  “What’s it look like?” asked one the dwarves when the climbed down the wooden ladders that leaned against the back wall of the stronghold.


  “You can’t really see much,” said Bloc.


  “Just a lot of movement really,” said Hammert. “There’ll be plenty of skulls to crack, that much is sure.”


  “We should take our positions,” Bloc shouted. “Remove the ladder. I want everyone not in the tunnel on the wall.”


  The dwarves hurried to their places. Running was difficult for the dwarves. They had short legs and heavy bodies. They weren’t all fat like Hammert, but even the youngest had trouble running far. Still, most spent decades never moving faster than a slow amble, so Bloc was pleased at their attempts now. He had three rows of dwarves lining the precipice that looked out over the cliff Brianna had fashioned. As the honorary Battle Chief of the clan, Bloc would watch the fighting and blow his war horn to signal the front line to fall back and the second row of fighters to step forward. This way the dwarves could occasionally rest. The stronghold was high and the hill below it had been melted into a thick sludge that was still hot. It made the hill leading to the stronghold a vertical cliff.


  Along the edge of the stronghold the dwarves had filled baskets with shards of rocks from their tunnelling effort. And along the walls of the stronghold the dwarves had positioned thick tree trunks with their points sharpened into spikes. Getting into the newly formed cave would be almost impossible. And deep in the back of the stronghold, a group of dwarves frantically chiselled down into the root of the mountains. Bloc could hear the hammers pinging against the heavy metal chisels. It was a good sound for any dwarf, but Bloc wished the work was complete, now that the enemy was in sight. The tunnel was deep and he guessed perhaps half of the Jaq clan could hide in the tunnel even if they didn’t reach the ancient caverns, but still they would have no food or water, and if the enemy didn’t move quickly beyond the stronghold, the dwarves deep in the tunnel would probably suffocate. Bloc knew their only hope was to hold the enemy back until the tunnel was complete.


  “They’re coming into view,” announced one of the dwarves.


  Bloc climbed up onto the wooden platform reserved for the Battle Chief. He could see over the heads of the dwarves along the fighting wall now. A large space had been cleared of trees from the bottom of the hill up to the stronghold. The soldiers of the enemy army began trudging out of the forest and onto the killing ground. Bloc’s breath caught in his throat. The dwarves were used to fighting larger opponents, they were stronger than most humans and deadly with their heavy war hammers. It wasn’t the size of the mutated army that made Bloc nervous, it was the horrific way their features were twisted. Their shoulders and necks were absurdly large, making most of their heads tilt to one side or the other. Their teeth were too large for their mouths and their eyes seemed vacant and cold.


  “Put these poor devils out of their misery,” shouted Hammert.


  A volley of arrows from the humans farther up the hill began to fall. Bloc could hear the tiny missiles whistling as they fell among the mutated army. The dwarves shouted in victory when several of the enemy fighters dropped dead from arrows that had penetrated their skulls. But Bloc noticed that not even one of the mutated soldiers raised a hand to defend themselves from the deadly volley. And even more frightening was the fact the fighters around those who died didn’t seem affected by the arrows at all, they merely stepped over their dead and kept marching. Even those with wounds didn’t slow.


  Volley after volley fell and the killing ground was covered with the dead, but the dwarves had no time to celebrate. It was soon clear they would have a desperate fight on their hands. The first waves of the enemy were repelled easily enough. The dwarves pelted them with rocks from the baskets until their supply of rocks was exhausted and the space below the cliff was littered with bodies.


  The enemy didn’t try to climb the vertical cliff, instead, those who reached the cliff first fell on their hands and knees and the ones behind them did the same, until they had constructed a living set of steps to access the dwarf stronghold. The enemy climbed up the backs of their comrades and tried to climb into the stronghold. The fighting along the lip of the cavern was fierce. The war hammers fell hard, shattering bones, but unless the dwarves landed a crippling blow, the enemy kept coming forward, their big axe like swords fell hard among the dwarves. Sparks flew as the heavy blades smashed against the thick war hammers. The dwarves pushed and shoved the mutated soldiers back. The weight of the dead on the living stair case became too much at some points and the heap collapsed. The dwarves would cheer and then the enemy would come again.


  The fight went on and on. Soon, the setting sun cast the stronghold in gloom. The dwarves saw well enough at night, but Bloc needed to be sure that nothing escaped his careful watch.


  “Torches!” he bellowed.


  Torches were lit and placed along the edge of the stronghold. The dwarves reformed in order to fight from between the torches. Bloc had several wounded dwarves, some had sustained grievous, even mortal wounds and could no longer fight. In the escape tunnel, the hammers still rang out against the metal chisels, but no breakthrough had been reported.


  Above the stronghold Bloc could hear the human soldiers fighting. The enemy didn’t often vary their course. Those in front of the dwarfish stronghold fought the dwarves. Those to either side climbed the hill, although at a much slower pace, and fought the humans above. None of the enemy soldiers had tried to scale in from the sides of the hill, although a few of their dead had fallen in from the back where they had been slain by the human warriors.


  The night wore on, with Bloc blowing the war horn to rotate his troops more frequently. Around midnight a messenger ran up to the War Chief’s platform.


  “We’re through!” the man said. He was covered with dirt and bleeding from a dozen minor cuts that Bloc recognized as being from rock chips that had flown back and hit the dwarf in the face while he was chiseling.


  “How long until the opening is big enough?”


  “Only a few minutes,” the dwarf reported.


  “Hammert!” bellowed Bloc.


  The fat clan headsman waddled quickly to the War Chief’s platform.


  “The tunnel is nearly finished. Let’s get the wounded down there now. I’ll sound the retreat soon.”


  “No need to retreat,” Hammert said, although he was gasping for breath. “We’ll send these demons back to hell.”


  “No,” Bloc said. “We’ve done our part. We have to save as many of our kinsmen as we can.”


  Hammert nodded, and hurried off. Bloc climbed down from his platform and took up his own war hammer. Three quick blasts from his horn called the retreat. As was the dwarves’ custom, the strongest of the dwarves stepped up to the wall to cover the retreat of the others. The center was left unoccupied for the War Chief to defend. Bloc hurried into position just in time to see the grotesque face of an enemy soldier appear in the wavering light from the torches to either side.


  Bloc bellowed a defiant war cry and stepped forward. The dwarves had to wait for the enemy to be close enough for their short arms and small weapons to come to bare. They often left several feet between themselves and the edge of the wall so they could spring forward, strike, and then dart away.


  Bloc waited, seeing his adversary rise up to over eight feet in hight. The soldier stepped forward, raising his sword in a slow, but precise movement. Bloc held his ground, waiting for the sword to fall. He saw the mutated soldier’s elbow flex and knew instinctively that the blow was coming. He dashed forward and slammed his hammer into the soldier’s knee. The mutated creature toppled to the side, but a second, well timed hammer blow knocked the wretch backwards. The creature tumbled into the next mutated fighter. They tangled and fell on the heap of dead bodies that they were now using to scale the cliff. The next mindless soldier in line stepped on its comrades and continued forward.


  The fighting went on for half an hour before Hammert returned. He fell in behind Bloc and waited for a lull in the fighting. Bloc had just smashed the hand of one creature who had stumbled on the mass of bodies under its feet. The creature groaned but kept climbing. Bloc had to jump to the side to avoid the massive sword, but as the mutated fighter pulled itself forward, Bloc dropped his hammer in a mighty blow on the back of the creature’s skull. The entire head cracked open, splattering blood and brains in all directions like a dropped mellon.


  Bloc fell back a few steps, the sweat from his head made his long hair stick to his skin. He was breathing hard, but his face was animated, though it was spattered with blood.


  “We’re all through,” Hammert shouted. “Shall I sound the fighting retreat?”


  “Aye,” Bloc bellowed.


  Another of the enemy was walking up the back of the dead man whose skull Bloc had just shattered. Bloc darted forward and feinted to his right. The mutated fighter turned to face Bloc, but the shift in weight was all it took for the dead body to roll slightly. The mutated fighter lifted his sword, but that only made him even more off balance. He toppled to the side, without even making it up the stronghold wall.


  Hammert blew three short blasts and the fighters all fell back. They made a semi circle around the tunnel as the enemy soldiers finally breached the stronghold. The mutated fighters lumbered into the dark recesses of the cave, their vacant expressions revealed their lack of fear.


  “Hammert, lead them down,” Bloc called out.


  “Aye, my lord!”


  Hammert hurried into the hole, followed by the two fighters on either end of the crescent line. Once they were inside the tunnel, they shouted, Oi! and the next two fighters descended. By the time the slow moving soldiers of the witch’s army arrived only Bloc and two other fighters remained. Bloc dashed forward, smashing one soldier’s knee and then spinning around to pulverize another’s foot. The two soldiers fell toward one another. When Block heard the cry of Oi! behind him he turned to dash into the tunnel, but his way was blocked by the bodies of the two fighters he’d just wounded. He could have climbed over them if they were dead, but instead they were reaching for him, one was even raising the cumbersome sword it carried.


  Bloc dashed to the side to avoid the sword and caught another strike on his hammer from an enemy closing in from that side. Bloc tried to skirt around the feet of one of the fallen fighters, but the wretch kicked out and caught Bloc on the side of his head. He stumbled and caught himself with his hands, but dropped his hammer. He looked up just as a cruel looking black sword fell toward him. Bloc tried to roll away, but the sword caught his shoulder.


  He screamed in pain, but when the mutated soldier wrenched the sword from the bone it had lodged in, Bloc crawled toward the tunnel. It was an angled hole in the ground and while none of the enemy soldiers tried to climb down the tunnel, two stood between Bloc and the tunnel entrance.


  He saw Hammert’s head poke up, the headsman’s eyes growing round with surprise and rage. Bloc saw Hammert coming to his aid, but instinctively Bloc knew it was too late. He shook his head and a sword blow crashed into his lower back, the blade biting deep. Bloc fell to the floor, his lower body completely numb. He was thankful he couldn’t feel the pain. He lifted his head and cried out to Hammert.


  “Live!” he shouted.


  Then a blade split his skull.


  


  Chapter 29


  The benefit to fighting on the hillside was that the enemy came in waves. At first Quinn and Mansel fought side by side. The mutated fighters were strong, but Quinn used his speed and the terrain to his advantage. The enemy was slow, both in moving up the hill and in mounting their attacks. Quinn moved around a thick pine tree, striking before the mindless fighters had a chance to attack him. He had discarded his shield once he learned the fastest way to bring down the larger enemy. He used his short, double edged sword and thrust it up, under their oversized ribcage. One quick thrust and the mutated fighters would fall dead at Quinn’s feet. The only problem was darting in and out quick enough to keep the fighters from hacking at him with their oversized swords. The witch’s soldiers usually preferred an overhead strike, bringing their weapons up high and then smashing them down. The tree offered Quinn some protection. The enemy’s long swords would get caught on the tree’s branches and while they were busy wrenching their blades free, Quinn darted in and out, slaying so many the ground was littered with the big, grotesque bodies.


  Mansel preferred to stay in the clearing where he could wield the two handed broadsword Zollin had fashioned for him. Mansel had taken to calling the sword Death’s Eye, because of the glossy black stone in its hilt. He was almost jovial in the middle of the fight, shouting “Come look in Death’s Eye!” over and over to the mindless enemy soldiers. There was no indication they understood what he was saying, but Mansel didn’t care. He fought with a ferocity that even the wretched soldiers held captive by the witch’s dark magic could not match. Blood flew in crimson arcs around Mansel as he batted down his adversaries’ weapons and severed their arms, legs, or heads.


  The bodies of the dead piled up so that the witch’s soldiers had to walk over their own dead to reach Mansel and Quinn, making their difficult climb even more arduous. But as night began to fall, it became clear the enemy would not stop coming. Quinn pulled back behind Mansel and stood on a rock outcropping. The village was still ablaze and in the failing light, the fire showed thousands more of the ambling giant fighters swarming up the mountain.


  “We won’t be able to see soon,” Quinn shouted.


  “What are you suggesting?”


  “We need a torch or something.”


  “So make one,” Mansel shouted as he kicked the headless body of his latest victim back into the wretched looking creature struggling up behind the first.


  Quinn pulled off the torn sleeve of his shirt and wrapped it around the end of a tall branch. He hacked away the smaller limbs so the crooked branch could be driven into the ground. Then he cut away the fatter end of the limb with long angled strokes of his sword so the bottom end of the branch came to a point. He was just about to slam it down into the wet, muddy soil at his feet when a huge warrior appeared out of the darkness. Most of their adversaries looked misshapen, their heads pushed over by the outlandish size of their shoulders, the features of their face either too large or in the wrong places. But the brute standing over Quinn looked like a monster of a different sort. It occurred to Quinn that perhaps not all of the warriors Gwendolyn had mutated were first farmers or fishermen or shopkeepers. Some might have been soldiers or fighters before she enchanted them with supernatural size and strength.


  Quinn staggered back from the huge behemoth’s strike. The monstrous fighter swung the thick blade in a horizontal slash that would have taken Quinn’s head off his shoulders. Quinn felt like a child fighting a large adult, but he didn’t have the time to worry about his disadvantage. He dodged back, swaying out of reach of the rusty sword his adversary swung at him, and was just about to dash forward to mount his own attack, when his foot slipped on the body of one of the many fallen around them. Quinn fell flat on his back, his sword skittering away from his hand. The huge monster stepped forward, raising his massive sword for the killing blow, his grotesque face split with an evil grin. Quinn raised the only weapon still at hand. The crooked tree branch that he had fashioned into a torch was as tall as Quinn. It was heavy too, but fear gave Quinn the strength he needed to lift the long wooden stake and thrust it at his opponent. Quinn’s thrust came at the same moment the behemoth was leaning forward. The sharped end of the torch stabbed into the mutated warrior’s stomach. The fighter screamed in pain and dropped his weapon, his knees giving out beneath him and his massive body weight dragging him down and consequently thrusting the stake farther into his body.


  Quinn didn’t know if the scream from his opponent had been from pain or surprise, but either way the grotesque warrior was no longer a threat. Quinn had to lean his torch over, to topple his opponent. He then pulled the torch free and slammed it into the ground near Mansel. The gloom was thickening so fast that all they could see were shadows.


  “Any chance you want to try and hide in the darkness?” Quinn asked.


  “And miss all the fun?”


  Quinn couldn’t help but laugh. They could both be killed at any moment, it was getting dark and there was no end to the thousands of enemies trying to kill them, yet Mansel was having fun.


  Quinn pulled a piece of flint from the pocket of his wool trousers. He scraped the sword along the narrow stone and sparks shot in every direction. A few hit the ruined shirt sleeve Quinn had wrapped around the end of the makeshift torch. Normally the fabric would need more than sparks to set it ablaze, and as it was the shirt was wet with rainfall and blood. But the cuffs of his sleeves were also covered in the oil they had spread throughout the village earlier in the day. The sparks hit the oil soaked cloth and burst into flame. The torch smoked and sputtered but it caught fire and illuminated the area around them.


  “That’s better,” Mansel shouted. “Who wants to look into Death’s Eye?”


  Quinn took up a position behind Mansel. They were almost back to back, with the torch between them. Quinn preferred being able to move around while he fought, but he only needed to keep the occasional fighter from stumbling into Mansel from behind; the young warrior fought with such efficiency. It didn't hurt that their opponents, for all their strength and superior size, seemed to have no sword craft at all. They hacked, which for most people was enough to slay a man, but Mansel had an instinct for angles and leverage with a blade. He could defect the strength of the mightiest blow without hardly moving at all, leaving his opponent off balance and often vulnerable to a quick stab or stroke of Mansel’s sword. And Mansel was an efficient fighter, each thrust and swipe was a killing stroke.


  Eventually, the enemy either went around the pile of bodies that had built up around Quinn and Mansel, or they had to take time to move the corpses out of their way. As the torch burnt down, shrinking their ring of light, they had a short pause in the fighting. Mansel looked as fresh as when the day began, but Quinn was utterly exhausted. He pulled off his other sleeve and wrapped it around the torch.


  Mansel knew Quinn, knew the older man would never complain and never quit. He felt sorry for his mentor and tried to get him to take the sword that Zollin had fashioned. Mansel knew the stone in the hilt gave him supernatural stamina and that if Quinn would just wield the sword he would feel immediately better. But of course, Quinn knew that too and he refused to rob Mansel of the strength that had kept them alive for so long.


  “You should take the sword,” Mansel said. “I’ll be fine without it.”


  “Don’t be absurd,” Quinn said. “Zollin gave that sword to you and you fight like a beast with it. Why do you think we’re still alive.”


  “I know you’re tired,” Mansel argued.


  “I’ve been tired before.”


  “You can’t do this all night.”


  “We don’t have a choice,” Quinn said. “Besides we aren’t the only ones fighting.”


  “How do you think the others are doing?”


  “I have no idea,” Quinn said, stepping up onto the rocky outcropping.


  The fire in Walheta’s gate was nothing but embers now. They could still smell the smoke, but there was no light from the fires to help them see the enemy.


  “Surely we’ve fought most of them by now,” Mansel said.


  “I don’t think so,” Quinn said, turning and looking the other direction, into the valley path that led into the mountains.


  There were torches there as well, but after studying them for a moment Quinn felt his stomach tightening. He wasn’t sure what to tell his young friend. He knew if they left the small clearing they would be in even more danger, and yet if they stayed, the western pass might be overrun. If that happened, Nycoll would be in danger.


  “Look,” he said at last, pointing down at the valley.


  “What is it?” Mansel asked.


  “The King’s Army is retreating in the pass.”


  “Nycoll’s down there,” Mansel said.


  “I think maybe it’s time we find her,” Quinn said. “We won’t do anyone much good if we’re the only ones left fighting up here.”


  “Alright,” Mansel said, sounding relieved. “But you stay close to me.”


  “Don’t worry about me,” Quinn said.


  He pulled up the torch, holding it under his left arm and carrying his short sword in his right. Mansel slung their pack of supplies over his shoulder and they started toward the valley. At first the fighting was sporadic. The enemy fighters moved slowly across the rough landscape and since Mansel and Quinn were moving downhill, they had momentum on their side. The light from the torch wavered as the flame was blown by their movement. It was much harder to see and they had to divide their focus from the enemy to finding footing on the steep hillside.


  They caught glimpses of the army’s torches, always moving farther away from their position. Quinn guessed that if they could get to the pass, they could cut their way through the enemy much faster, the way they fought their way back when the army was called to retreat up the mountains. The mindless army was unarmored and they didn’t put up much resistance to anyone attacking from the rear.


  It took them longer to reach the pass than Quinn thought, but they were soon fighting a much larger group of monstrous soldiers. Once again the size of the brutish fighters and their need to wield their heavy, oversized swords, worked against them. The witch’s soldiers crowded into the pass until they were almost shoulder to shoulder. When one stopped marching to engage Quinn and Mansel the others behind pushed into the brute and it was only Quinn and Mansel’s agile footwork that kept them on their feet and moving through the crowd.


  Quinn carried his sword in a back handed grip so that he could slice his opponents more easily. He no longer cared about killing the mutated soldiers, instead focusing on crippling those who were in his way. He also used the torch to frighten the beastly fighters, fire seemed to be the one thing they reacted to and Quinn thrust the torch at anyone who came too close. Mansel on the other hand was like a child cutting wheat with his father’s sickle. His broad strokes with the magically enhanced broadsword dropped even the biggest of the witch’s horde. Quinn and Mansel scurried over the bodies of their victims, pressing the bodies down into the mud as they hurried through.


  They stayed alive by moving, knowing instinctively that stoping would mean their death. They were moving faster than the horde and in the same direction, so each mutated soldier they felled gave them just enough space to maneuver. At one point Quinn was forced to raise the tree limb torch to block a well aimed sword blade. The rusty iron weapon splintered the torch, leaving Quinn only a small length of the wood just under the flame, but that only made Quinn’s mad dash through the soldiers a little easier.


  Eventually they could hear the shouts of the king’s army and the clash of arms that meant they were nearing the front line of the battle.


  “How do we get through the shield wall?” Mansel shouted.


  “I don’t know,” Quinn called back. “I hadn’t considered that.”


  “Well you better come up with something fast.”


  “Maybe you could have an idea for a change,” Quinn shouted.


  “Hey, you’re the brains of this team.”


  “Don’t I know-“


  The words were suddenly cut off as Quinn stumbled. With his sword in one hand and the torch in the other, Quinn had now way to brace himself. He landed hard on his face and the torch fell, hissing beside him. Quinn’s sword was kicked away and Mansel saw a massive boot raised to smash his mentor’s skull. He lashed out with Death’s Eye and the lower portion of the leg flew away.


  “Get up, Quinn!” Mansel shouted.


  But Quinn didn’t get up. He lay exhausted in the bloody mud, his body aching, his lungs screaming for breath but each inhalation was painful.


  Mansel grabbed Quinn’s arm and pulled his mentor forward, but it was no use. Mansel couldn’t fight through the crowd and drag Quinn with him. He knew he had two choices. He could stay and protect Quinn, but if he did that Nycoll might be overtaken and killed. He hoped Nycoll and the other non-combatants were well away from the front lines, but he couldn’t be sure of that. And the witch’s beastly soldiers didn’t discriminate between soldier and civilian. They killed anyone who got in their way.


  His other option was to leave Quinn and continue his search for Nycoll. He knew Quinn wouldn’t fault him for leaving, his mentor wasn’t the kind of man to hold a grudge. But he knew leaving Quinn meant death for the man who had been more of a father to Mansel that his actual father had ever been. Mansel thought of Zollin as a brother and Brianna as a sister. How would they take his actions if he just left Quinn to die. He didn’t know what to do, but he knew he had to make a decision fast, one that might haunt him for the rest of his life.


  


  Chapter 30


  Normal creatures fear fire, but Zollin soon realized the giant eels were being controlled by Offendorl or the sorceress Gwendolyn and had no fear or concerns for their own safety. Zollin used his magic to levitate just above the writhing mass of eels that now covered the cavern floor. At the same time he twirled a magical whip of fire over his head. He had expected the giant eels to pull away from the fire, but instead they rushed forward.


  Zollin cracked the whip, sending a fist sized clump of magical fire flying toward the nearest eel. The fireball hit and burned, the rubbery flesh of the eel sizzled and smoked. The eel made a keening sound but didn’t pull back. Instead it struck like a viper, it’s narrow mouth filled with rows of small teeth which looked like huge needles the size of a man’s fingers.


  Zollin’s magical shield was up and the creature slammed into the invisible barrier. The blow knocked Zollin across the chamber and before he could regain control of himself another of the giant eels hit him. The magical barrier kept him safe from the eel, but the sudden change of direction whipped his head around and he felt a stabbing pain shoot through his neck and down his back. It was all Zollin could do to keep the magical barrier up. His fiery whip winked out, like a candle that has burned down to the end of the wick. He fell onto the mass of eels and actually rolled across the surface of the writhing creatures. He had expected to sink into their midst, but their thick bodies were so tightly packed into the cavern, that even though he could feel them wriggling and snapping at him, he wasn’t covered with them.


  Zollin tried to look up, but the muscles in his shoulders and neck were in spasm, pulling his left shoulder up toward his chin and sending lightning like pain shooting all the way from his neck to his feet.


  He was just within reach of the first giant eel again, and the beast tried once more to bite him. Zollin was pushed several feet toward the center of the cavern. He had to ignore the danger from the eels to relieve the pain in his neck. He let his magic delve into the injured muscles and tendons, relaxing them and doing what he could to adjust the bulging disks of tissue that were swelling out from between the bones in his spine. He didn’t have the luxury of taking his time and couldn’t heal himself completely. There was still pain in his neck, his head throbbed and his back felt stiff, but he’d fed enough magic into the healing that he was able to look around. He was resting almost in the center of the cavern. The giant eels raged as they tried to reach him, their high pitched wails echoed off the stone walls and seemed to reverberate straight through his body.


  Then a plan occurred to him. The crack in the floor was still there, although now it was covered with the writhing eels. It only took a little push from Zollin to send the eels covering the gap falling down into the dark craggy hole. Then he dove forward. He sensed the giant eels swinging their massive, serpentine bodies toward him. But he was moving too fast, dashing across the writhing mass of packed eels. He didn’t try to levitate completely, instead just used his magic to keep himself from slipping on the wriggling bodies. Then he jumped, like a diver, falling headfirst into the dark crevasse. He levitated himself, just below the surface. It was dark in the hole and above him the eels wiggled until they fell into the hole in the floor of the cavern around him.


  He closed his eyes and shot a thick bolt of white magical energy up into the cavern. The energy flashed so brightly in the darkness of the cave that the eels, and Zollin guessed whoever was controlling them, were temporarily blinded. Then he levitated himself up, just above the mass of eels and sped toward the archway where Offendorl had fled. He was hit by one of the giant eels again, but this time it only pushed him farther along his path, knocking him out of the huge beast’s reach and through the arch.


  The tunnel surprised Zollin—it led up. He only had to go twenty paces into the tunnel before his feet could rest on solid ground. He stood in the tunnel, which was large and dark, but seemed safe enough to rest in. His magic churned hotly inside him, and his physical body was tired. His containment held his magic in check and allowed him to work most spells without draining his physical energy, but his lack of rest and inadequate food supplies had left him weak. He knew he wasn’t ready for the fight that lay ahead, but he didn’t have time to wait. His enemy was close and he moved forward, pushing down his pain and keeping one hand on the wall to hold him steady as he walked until his light-headedness passed.


  He listened intently, keeping his magical shields up and holding his magical senses close around him. The tunnel went on and on, until Zollin’s legs began to burn and his breathing grew heavy. He wanted to stop and wait, to drink his water, to find food and perhaps even lie down to sleep, but he knew those comforts were beyond him now. He would save the water, he promised himself, until after he defeated Offendorl. It made sense to Zollin that the old master of the Torr was the last barrier to reaching Gwendolyn. He would need as much strength as he could muster to face her. And after that, it wouldn’t matter what supplies he had left. He would most like be dead or dying.


  Eventually Zollin saw an orange glow coming from somewhere ahead of him and guessed it was more magma lighting the chamber. Offendorl had torches lit in the last chamber, and it made sense that the ancient wizard would like to be near light. Zollin crept forward. Whoever had controlled the giant eels knew he was coming, but he didn’t have to make his appearance easy on them. He stayed in the shadows and peered into the chamber beyond; it was large, and pillars of stone with chains hung from the ceiling. Lava flowed down the walls in several places and then disappeared into gaps between the floor and walls.


  Chained to the pillars were large, grotesque creatures. Some had animal features, others were just deformed humans. All of them looked terrified and exhausted. Zollin saw no sign of Offendorl, but the wizard could be hiding behind any of the stone pillars.


  Zollin moved out of the tunnel slowly. He decided it would be best to let his magical senses explore the room. It would telegraph his coming, but that wasn’t a secret anyway. And once he knew where his enemies were he could plan how to defeat them.


  His magical senses flowed out and across the large chamber. It was a skill he’d learned from Kelvich and Zollin felt a pang of grief for his old teacher. Kelvich had been a good man, a sorcerer who had turned his talents for controlling magic users into a way to teach Zollin how to access and control the deep well of magical power inside him. Kelvich was killed by Mansel when the warrior had been under the witch’s control, and Zollin had never really had an opportunity to grieve for his mentor and friend.


  He pushed those thoughts away and forced himself to concentrate. The wretched creatures chained to the stone pillars were a source of dark magic, like black shadows that his own powers refused to go near. Around the pillars were ancient markings carved into the stone. None of this interested Zollin. He might have found it fascinating under different circumstances, but he had only one goal in mind now. To find and kill Offendorl.


  Zollin searched through the large cavern. There were a lot of stone pillars, most rising almost to the roof of the cavern. Only six of the pillars had creatures chained to them. Offendorl was near the rear of the cavern, standing close to an archway. Zollin’s magic felt a tug from the adjoining chamber. He immediately pulled his magical senses back. This was the final barrier to reaching Gwendolyn, he realized. He had felt a similar tug whenever his magical senses came too close to Kelvich. The old sorcerer had promised never to take control of Zollin’s magic, but not before he had demonstrated that he could usurp Zollin’s power completely.


  Zollin reinforced his magical containment. The last thing he wanted was to have Gwendolyn take control of his power as well as Offendorl’s. He feared perhaps he had come all this way for nothing. The wriggling worm of fear and doubt gnawed into his conscious thoughts. What if Gwendolyn had wanted him to come? What if her power had increased so much that she could steal his magic even with the self created containment field he had cast around his inner reservoir of power? He had no answer for the onslaught of self doubt that battered at his mind. All he could do was face his fears and fight until his body and magic gave out on him.


  He walked boldly into the larger chamber. The pathetic creatures chained to the pillars whined and hissed as he walked by. Some struggled against their bonds, but Zollin ignored them. Any one of the creatures would be difficult to fight and he had no doubt they would be unleashed on him sooner rather than later, but this was not the time to back down or be cautious. He was here to fight and so he was ready to get on with it.


  “You, you, you,” crowed Offendorl in a high pitched whine when Zollin came within sight. “You just won’t die will you, wizard?”


  “No,” Zollin said. Then he shouted, “Gwendolyn! I’m here to kill you.”


  “You’re no killer,” said Offendorl. “You have made a mistake.”


  “It wouldn't be the first,” Zollin said.


  “Flee!” Offendorl shouted and Zollin saw a light of comprehension cross over the old wizard’s eyes as he said it. It was like a moment of clarity when a senile person remembers your name.


  “I won’t,” Zollin said calmly. “But rest assured your torment will soon be over.”


  Offendorl laughed again, the same high pitched cackle that echoed around the stone chamber. His eyes lost focus and he slumped. Then Zollin heard the sound he had been expecting: the unmistakeable clunk of manacles being unlocked, rusty hinges squealing as they popped open. Then the chains, pulled tight by the slaves as they stood in bondage, clattered against the stone pillars.


  Zollin didn’t turn around. His magical barrier was up and fear churned his magic into a maelstrom. He wasn’t afraid of the creatures behind him, or even of the old wizard before him. He wasn’t even afraid of what he would find in the final chamber where Gwendolyn obviously waited for him. It was the realization that he was at the end of a very long journey and that soon he would most likely be dead. He didn’t want to die, but that was inevitable now. Whatever came next it was out of his hands. He had only to face it, but it made him sad. In that instant before the battle began he saw Brianna’s face, and his father’s. Even Mansel floated past his mind. He missed them all so terribly much and wanted more than anything to be with them, to see them just one more time. He wanted to tell them that he loved them, that they had meant so much to him on his journey, and that he wanted nothing but the best for them.


  Then, as quickly as all those thoughts passed through his mind he pushed them away. He had to stay in the present, and focus all his power and energy on defeating the creatures rushing toward him with evil intent. His eyes narrowed and he turned around.


  The first creature was running on its hands and feet. It was covered with fur and had long, thick teeth. It was obviously some combination of animal and man, not unlike the creatures Zollin had already fought. He didn’t hesitated but blasted the creature with a sizzling bolt of blue magical energy. The bolt hit the creature and made it shake so hard Zollin could hear the bones snapping as the creature’s muscles contracted from the spell. The beast fell, its corpse smoking and a black burn across its throat and chest filled the air with the foul stench of burning hair.


  Zollin looked to the other creatures. Three of them turned and began running away. He couldn’t help but wonder what Gwendolyn thought of her pets running for cover. The next two creatures came at Zollin together. One was a massive man, his body so bloated with muscle that it had trouble walking. The other was a bear. It had a huge body, covered with coarse, shaggy brown, fur. It growled as it ran, and foamy spittle dripped from the massive jaws. The only exceptional thing about the bear was its skull. The fur was no longer growing along the top of its head and the skin was stretched tight with wide, blushing stretch marks. The head was abnormally large and Zollin guessed Gwendolyn had been trying to increase the massive beast’s intelligence.


  Zollin brought his hands together, sending two separate waves of magical energy rushing toward the creatures from either side. To his surprise when magical waves hit the creatures they only staggered a little, then kept coming. He raised his hand and shot a bolt of lighting toward the bear, but it dodged to the side. Zollin tried a wave of fire, sending it rushing toward the creatures, but both jumped to the ground and covered their heads. The wave passed over them both, although the bear’s massive girth made its haunches stick up and the fire singed the beast’s fur.


  “You’ll have to do better than that,” taunted Offendorl.


  The creatures were getting close and so Zollin tried to levitate them both. They were heavy and they fought his power. Zollin had lifted massive stones and huge trees with his magic, but inanimate objects were much easier to grasp and hold onto. He was reminded of how he had practiced his magic shortly after he had discovered it by lifting fish from a stream that ran through the woods not far from the cottage he shared with his father. The fish wiggled, flapping their fins and twisting their bodies. Zollin had learned to keep his magic moving around their bodies so they didn’t wiggle free.


  The creatures tried desperately to escape and Zollin’s power was taxed as he lifted them into the air. Of course holding them up accomplished nothing, so he swung them toward the nearest wall. The creatures roared, screaming with fury, but Zollin pushed them straight into a flow of lava, holding them there with his magic. He felt them struggling as the molten rock burned them alive. Their screams were nightmarish but Zollin’s resolve was as firm as the bedrock beneath his feet.


  Once he dropped them, both creatures dead and limp, they fell down into the gap between the floor of the chamber. Zollin took a deep breath and was just turning around when he was swept off the floor in a similar fashion. Offendorl was using his magic to send him straight into the flow of lava in the same way as he’d just done with the two beasts.


  


  Chapter 31


  Mansel made up his mind and stepped forward. He planted both of his muscular legs on either side of Quinn and faced the horde of mindless soldiers moving toward them. His sword flashed out, the cold gray steel was covered in blood that was so dark it looked black. The blood flew off the sword in fat drops as the blade blocked the first creature’s sword stroke. The pack of bodies was so thick that the soldier behind the first pushed its companion forward, but Mansel had been expecting as much. He ducked down, catching the larger soldier at the waist and then sprung up, so the mutated fighter was flipped head over heels and fell hard behind Mansel. He heard bones snap as the huge body crashed into the muddy path.


  Mansel didn’t have time to check on Quinn and he hoped that if the witch’s soldier who was now at his back managed to get back onto its feet, it would continue marching with the soldiers all around it, and not strike him down from behind.


  Mansel’s sword flashed again, this time darting forward as the next soldier tried to lift its heavy weapon. Death’s Eye stabbed into the wretched creature’s throat and sent blood arcing through the air. The soldier gargled as blood filled its lungs and it dropped to its knees. The soldier behind kicked its companion and knocked the poor wretch’s head clean off.


  “Come see Death’s Eye!” Mansel bellowed.


  The mindless soldier stepped on the body of its fallen comrade and Mansel swung his sword straight at the creature’s knee. The blade struck true and the creature’s leg collapsed. The soldier fell to the side and Mansel almost lost his grip on the sword. He heaved mightily to jerk the sword free, and had to duck under a clumsy swipe from another of the mutated soliders who happened to be close enough to feel the urge to attack. Mansel stabbed out sideways at the soldier, ramming his sword upward, under the edge of the huge creature’s ribcage. Mansel had to ignore the soldiers long hair and feminine features. Most of the witch’s hideous army was so mutated it was impossible to tell what the gender had been before their bodies were warped into the oversized, lumbering, soldiers. But every once in a while Mansel saw glimpses of who the person had once been. It always made his blood run cold and even though it was hard to fight in the semi-darkness with only Quinn’s torch sputtering in the mud to give him light, he was appreciative he didn’t have to see more than he did of this opponent’s faces.


  The crowd kept moving forward, forcing Mansel to fight and kill to save Quinn. Mansel wanted to bend down and check on his mentor, but there simply wasn’t time. Even with the bodies stacking up around him, he was forced to parry and attack time and again. The soldiers were forced to attack from further away because of the dead around Mansel, but that only played to their strength. At one point Mansel was surrounded by three of them, all hacking away at him with their arms extended and only the tips of their swords coming close enough to harm Mansel. He knew he would have to move from his protective stance over Quinn if he was going to harm his assailants. He simply couldn’t reach them any other way.


  He swayed back from one deadly slash and then he remembered Quinn’s throwing knives. Mansel didn’t have the skill that Quinn had with the weapons, but all he needed was to inflict damage without leaving Quinn exposed. Mansel had to parry, first one assailant and then another, before finally being forced to duck. This time, instead of just bobbing down and right back up, Mansel squared low, holding Death’s Eye over his head protectively with one hand while he snatched one of the throwing knives from the hidden sheathe in Quinn’s belt.


  When he stood back up he had to catch two heavy blows on his sword at the same time. The force of the blows nearly knocked Mansel down again and he had trouble handling Death’s Eye with just one hand, but he had a fraction of a second to make his throw. He hurled the knife and saw with satisfaction that it sank in the mutated fighter’s chest. The wretched creature looked down at the hilt sticking out of its chest and then it fell onto another of the witch’s already slain soldiers.


  Mansel wanted to shout for joy, but he was too busy leaning to his left to avoid a savage thrust by one of the other two fighters. He batted down an attack from the soldier on his left and then ducked under another swipe from the soldier on his right. He snatched up Quinn’s other knife and hurled the weapon at the soldier on his right. It too found a home, this time in the solider’s stomach, but unlike the first throw, the knife didn’t kill the mutated fighter. He grunted and took a step back, then returned to the battle to Mansel’s dismay.


  In the meantime another warrior had taken up fighting over the first warrior that Mansel had killed. The battle raged on, with Mansel ducking and swaying. He moved to avoid a savage thrust on one side and was forced to throw up his sword on the other, only to have the soldier’s blade bounce off and score a searing cut along Mansel’s left shoulder. He felt the muscle budging out of the cut, and the blood running hot down his arm and dripping off his elbow, but he had no time for the pain. He roared out a savage battle cry and fought harder.


  He blocked another sword strike at his stomach and then ducked under a separate swipe that would have taken his head from his shoulders. He then launched himself at the fighter to his right, stabbing the large soldier in the chest. Then he bounded back to his left, being careful not to step on Quinn. He had to parry an overhead blow, but he let his opponent’s blade slide down his own and then he lashed out, the tip of Death’s Eye tore through the side of the mutated soldier’s throat.


  Mansel didn’t have time to admire his handiwork. The third opponent was now crawling over the bodies of its fallen comrades. Mansel took up his stance over Quinn and beat down the solider’s off balance strike before thrusting his sword straight into the creature’s face. It wasn’t a killing blow, but the mutated soldier fell back and right onto the sword of the soldier behind him. That soldier flung the flailing body to the side and stepped toward Mansel.


  Mansel was busy parrying this new fighter’s attack when a second warrior joined the battle from Mansel’s left. Before he knew it, he was surrounded again. His strength, boosted by the magic stone in the sword’s hilt, didn’t falter, but his wounded arm was starting to slow the young warrior. As he battled three opponents again, he realized he wouldn’t be able to stay with Quinn and survive.


  “Come get me then!” he screamed, at the mutated soliders.


  He was determined that if protecting Quinn meant sacrificing his own life, he would do it. He only hoped somehow Nycoll found a way to survive.


  * * *


  Brianna flew with Sorva. They had made pass after pass, spewing flame down onto the heads of the warriors, but they were forced to pull up and fight as the remaining Leffers attacked them in sets of two or three. Slowly she and Sorva had slain most of the Leffers who were close enough to rise up and attack them, but they hadn’t been able to make much of a difference fighting the mutated soldiers until now.


  “I think that was the last of them,” Brianna said loudly to Sorva. She wanted to shout for joy, but all around them was a sea of the mutated soldiers and their progress had not been stopped by the king’s army. A sinking feeling hit her and sucked the joy from her heart. She knew what lay ahead, death and destruction. Zollin had failed to stop Gwendolyn and now the evil witch’s army would overrun the Five Kingdoms.


  For a second she hesitated. She had several options. She could stay where she was, fighting the massive horde below, but she wasn’t sure how that would help anyone. Night had fallen, a fact that was sometimes lost on Brianna since she could see at night almost as well as in the day. Sorva would need to rest soon, the black dragon had been flying with Brianna for hours now. If they stayed where they were it was likely they wouldn’t find a place to stop and rest before it was too late. She could turn east and fly to the aid of the other dragons. Chances were high that some of the dragons could be struggling with the Leffers. Of course that didn’t help them get any closer to a place where Sorva might land and rest and it could possibly stir up more of the Leffers along the way.


  Brianna decided she wanted to move back toward Green Glenn. She needed to see how deeply the enemy had infiltrated the mountains and she also hoped she might find Quinn and Mansel had survived. She had been too busy fighting the Leffers to keep an eye on her friends, but now she held on to hope that they still lived.


  “Follow the pass,” she told Sorva.


  The black dragon complied. Sorva was tired and flew slowly, gliding as much as possible. Brianna leaned out over the dragon’s neck, watching the thick crowd of mutated soldiers funnelling into the pass. It was obvious that the mountains were more difficult for the oversized fighters to navigate. Brianna could see them struggling up the sides of the mountains. They looked like fleas crawling over a dog’s skin, and she could only really see glimpses of movement among the towering pines and snow laced furs.


  It occurred to her that perhaps their strategy to fight on the southern side of the mountains might have been a mistake. They may have fared better on the northern side, where they could have set ambushes along the passes and many of the hideous fighters might have been killed simply trying to cross the mountain range. It would have given them more time to prepare at any rate and given Zollin more time to stop the evil witch.


  She felt the tears starting to well up in her eyes and she had to shake her head to keep from crying. Even the thought of Zollin made her want to cry. The fact that the army below her hadn’t stopped made her certain Zollin had been killed in his quest. She wiped the tears from her eyes and shook her head. Then she saw something odd far below. It was a light in the middle of the eastern pass, a small light fluttering amid the throng. She focused on that area and saw what looked almost like a large stone in the middle of a flowing stream. Something, she realized, was disturbing the flow of the mutated soldiers. An image flashed in her mind. Sorva had sent the mental picture and the dragon’s eyes were even sharper than Brianna’s, zooming down as if the dragon were seeing things close up.


  Brianna’s breath caught. She saw Mansel battling three of the mutated fighters at once and Quinn stretched out on the mud beneath him. She felt terror almost like punch in her stomach and feared the worse. Quinn, Zollin’s father and one of Brianna’s most trusted friends was probably dead. This time there was no stopping the tears.


  “We have to help them,” she said.


  Sorva didn’t hesitate, the black dragon plunged into a dive, roaring loudly. Fire billowed from the dragon’s mouth, blasting a wide swath through the fighters that had been closing in on Mansel’s position. Brianna flipped off the dragon’s back and landed among the flames. She saw Mansel’s eyes widen, then a sword came swinging at him from his left. He tried to dodge away, but the tip of the rusty sword opened an ugly little gash over his ear. Brianna sent fire blazing toward the fighter who had just injured Mansel. The wretched creature was engulfed in flames and Mansel toppled over, covering Quinn with his body.


  Brianna saw the other two assailants clamoring up the bodies that were stacked around Mansel and Quinn. She dashed forward, not wanting to risk blasting them with fire in case the heat harmed her friends. She was close enough to grab the nearest fighter. The mutated soldier was twice Brianna’s size and easily four times her weight, but Brianna poured fire from her hand into the back of the towering soldier. The fighter’s body stiffened and the stench of burning flesh erupted as flames shot out the thick chest of the mutated soldier. It fell back and Brianna dodged to the side, but she was too late to stop the soldier. It had climbed atop the stack of bodies and had its sword raised, ready to strike down and impale both Mansel and Quinn on its thick, rusty blade.


  But Sorva swept down, caught the fighter in her huge jaws and bounded over Brianna. The ground shook as the dragon landed hard, but the creature’s big legs took the shock easily. With a snap of its head it flung the fighter into the oncoming horde who was just now beginning to make its way across the still burning area Sorva had bathed with dragon fire. The dead fighter crashed into the oncoming soldiers knocking several down. Then Sorva roared, spewing fire in a deadly stream that washed from one side of the wide mountain pass to the other. Dozens of the mutated fighters burst into flame and toppled to their knees, but hundreds more pushed on from behind them.


  Brianna rushed to Mansel who knelt beside Quinn.


  “Is he alive?” she shouted over the dragon’s roar.


  “I don’t know,” Mansel said. “He collapsed.”


  “Let’s get him out of the mud.”


  They pulled Quinn up. The older man moaned a little and his eyes fluttered open.


  “Are we dead yet?” he asked.


  “No!” Mansel shouted as Sorva roared again.


  “Good, I was afraid I was going to hurt like this for eternity.”


  “We have to get out of here,” Brianna said. “Can you walk?”


  “I can with some help,” Quinn said.


  Mansel took one arm and Brianna took the other. They hurried forward, leaving the pile of dead bodies Mansel had been fighting in behind them. At first the path was clear, as long as they moved at the same pace as the Mutated fighters ahead of them, but then more of the mindless soldiers along the hillsides, seeing an easier path, began crowding in around them.


  “We can’t keep this up much longer,” Mansel said.


  “Don’t worry,” Brianna shouted. “I have a plan.”


  


  Chapter 32


  Brianna knew that even if Sorva wasn’t exhausted from flying all day, the dragon wouldn’t be able to carry three passengers, at least not in the air. Sorva differed from the other dragons in that all four of the black beast’s legs were strong and of equal length. Sorva was just as comfortable on the ground as in the air. Brianna sent the dragon a mental image of herself, Quinn and Mansel riding on the dragon’s back as it charged through the pass.


  Sorva roared its approval. The black dragon was adventurous and enjoyed trying new things. It trotted back to where Brianna waited with Quinn and Mansel.


  “We’re going to ride the dragon like horse,” Brianna shouted.


  “We’re going to fly?” Quinn said fearfully.


  “No, Sorva can run like a horse. We’ll be on the ground and stay in the mountain pass.”


  “Is that safe?” Mansel asked.


  “More safe than walking,” Brianna said with a smile. “You two climb on while I keep these monsters off our backs.”


  Sorva laid on the ground, the thickly muscled dragon legs hunched. Quinn had to lean against the dragon, his head still swimming and his own legs barely strong enough to hold him up. Mansel climbed up the dragon’s leg and then onto its broad back. The thick, black wings were folded tightly against the dragon’s body and Mansel was careful not to put his boots on them. He and Quinn were covered with mud and blood. He leaned over, reaching a hand down to Quinn and patting the dragon at the same time.


  “Thank you,” he called to the dragon. “I’m sorry we’re so foul.”


  Sorva roared so loudly that Quinn nearly fell down. The sound seemed to shake the air around them and Mansel wasn’t sure if was a friendly roar or an angry one. He pulled Quinn up and then made sure his mentor was secure in front of him.


  “Brianna!” Mansel shouted.


  Brianna had circled the dragon, laying down a thick wave of fire to make sure that none of the mindless soldiers came close to them. Then, when she heard Mansel call to her, she jumped high into the air, flipping and twirling until she landed lightly on Sorva’s back right in front of Quinn.


  “What do we hold onto?” Quinn asked.


  “Each other,” Brianna cried.


  Sorva stood up easily, the powerful legs and strong back seemed to hardly notice the three passengers. The dragon started forward at a walk. The ride was a little bumpy, but Quinn and Brianna gripped the dragon with their legs and all three held on as best they could. As they approached the soldiers in front of them Sorva growled.


  “Hang on,” Brianna said, “it’s going to get hot.”


  Fire billowed out of Sorva’s mouth. The soldiers hit directly with the stream of fire were engulfed and died almost instantly. They fell to the muddy ground, their bodies burning. Those soldiers to either side of the blast instinctively moved to the sides of the pass or even up onto the steep hillsides.


  Sorva sped to a trot. The heat wave was intense, but Quinn didn’t mind. He was so cold he couldn’t stop shivering. Mansel on the other hand was already hot after fighting for so long, but he hunkered down behind Quinn as best he could whenever Brianna or Sorva unleashed their fiery blasts.


  Brianna stayed busy, hurling small orbs of fire at individuals or groups that clumped together. She sent fire out to either side of the dragon, killing as many of the mindless soldiers as she could. Soon Sorva was cantering, and the heavy dragon made the ground tremble as the huge talons slammed down with each step. Quinn kept one arm around Brianna’s waist and the other had a death grip the dragon’s scales. Sorva had no bony protrusions or plates, not even small horns, but the dragon scales were rough to the touch and the riders held on as best they could.


  “If we keep going like this we might run over our own soldiers,” Brianna shouted.


  Quinn was trying to think of a reply when he realized Brianna wasn’t talking to him. The dragon growled and then Brianna spoke again as if in reply to something the beast said.


  “Quinn, I’m going to scout ahead,” she said.


  “What? How?”


  “Just let go of me.”


  Quinn let go of Brianna, and she stood up on the dragon’s back. Then she sprang into the air, summersaulting over Quinn and Mansel’s head. She was just starting to come down when Sorva’s tail whipped up. The three separate segments of the tail came together to make a wide, flat platform. Brianna landed on the tail just as it flicked up, hurling her high into the night sky and out of view of Quinn and Mansel.


  “What is she doing?” Quinn cried.


  “I quit asking that question long ago,” Mansel replied.


  Sorva kept charging forward, the pace increasing into a gallop. It took all of Mansel and Quinn’s attention just to stay on the dragon’s back. They bounced up and down, leaning forward, staying as low to the rough scales as they could. Quinn was soon sweating from the heat that washed back over them from the dragon’s fiery breath.


  Brianna hopped and danced across the thermal updrafts. In many places there wasn’t enough difference in the air for Brianna to truly fly. If she was high enough she could glide and she could move up and down in the air, on the different currents, but over the mountain pass, where the air was cold except for the rising drafts of super heated air from the dragon’s constant attacks, she was pushed higher and higher.


  She looked ahead and saw lights in the distance. They weren’t far from the front lines of the attack and it was obvious the king’s army was in fighting retreat. She also knew it was only a matter of time before exhaustion overcame them. Not to mention what would happen in Green Glenn. Once the terrain opened up from the narrow pass into the wide valley, the king’s army would loose its advantage.


  She flung herself forward, even though moving ahead of Sorva meant she wouldn’t be able to stay aloft. She angled downward, the air turning cold as she sped forward. She passed over the front line of fighting, which was just ahead of the line of torch bearers. She spun around and fell just behind the shield wall.


  “Fall back!” she shouted.


  The soldiers were moving slowly back, but they held their shields together, their discipline holding in the face of overwhelming odds.


  “Fall in behind me,” she shouted again.


  Still the soldiers ignored her. So Brianna did the only thing she could. She ran forward, hopped up onto the back of a burly looking soldier and sent a wave of fire roaring over their shields. The mutated fighters fell back a step, but their companions behind them pushed them forward almost immediately. Brianna realized Sorva was getting close. She sent the dragon a mental image and then hopped over the line of soldiers forming the shield wall.


  “Fall back!” she shouted again. This time she let her fire blaze away, the flames were so hot they were blue, and the mutated fighters burst into flame all around her. They fell in smoking heaps all across the ground of the path. Brianna could hear the excited cries of relief from the soldiers forming the shield wall, and she felt the space behind her opening up as the king’s army retreated.


  “I think we better hang on,” Mansel shouted. A mental image had popped into his head of the dragon flying up and over the front line of the king’s army.


  “What?” Quinn asked.


  “Just hang on to something!”


  Quinn had been holding tight to the dragon’s back and staying hunched over his hands, like an inexperienced rider hanging on desperately to a saddle horn. The only way to hang on any tighter was to lay flat against the dragon’s back. So he spread his arms, leaned forward and grabbed onto the dragon’s back. He was expecting to feel the back slamming up and down as the beast galloped, but as Mansel stretched himself across Quinn’s back in a similar position the dragon’s black wings stretched out and the black beast jumped high into the air.


  Quinn felt his stomach lurch and he squeezed his eyes shut. There was a feeling of weightlessness for a long second, then he heard the wings flap and they were hurtling forward. The ride was terrifying, but much smoother through the air. Sorva was tired, but the dragon only needed to get beyond Brianna so that its passengers wouldn’t be burned by Brianna’s waves of fire.


  Sorva came down as lightly as the dragon could, turning to help Brianna hold back the enemy.


  “We can get off now,” Mansel shouted.


  The two men slid off the dragon’s back. Quinn was still weak, but he could carry his own weight. He no longer had any weapons, or even the torch to carry, so all he worried about was moving. They ran toward the line of retreating soldiers. The king’s army moved more swiftly now, although they were all so tired that a fast walk was the best they could manage.


  “We’re in the clear now boys!” shouted one of the officers, trying to encourage his men.


  Quinn thought how foolish that sentiment really was. They were far from safe, far from being able to relax and rest. Brianna and Sorva were holding back the witch’s army in the pass, but how many more were climbing over the mountains at this very moment. Quinn couldn’t see up onto the dark hills, but he could feel the enemy coming, they were insatiable and unless something happened with Zollin and the Witch, the Five Kingdoms were lost.


  


  Chapter 33


  Zollin closed his eyes and let his magic flow out around him. He could sense the lava flow and his own movement toward the molten rock. He willed himself to stop moving and sensed his magic mingling with that of Offendorl. The elder wizard’s magic was ancient and potent, like wine that improves with age. His own magical power felt raw and unrefined by comparison, but Zollin didn’t let it deter him. He poured his power into his spell and felt his body stop moving.


  When he opened his eyes he saw Offendorl, the ancient face fixed with rage, brows furrowed, lips pulled back in a grimace revealing yellowed teeth clenched together. The wizard’s chest was heaving and Zollin could tell the older man was working harder than he should to combat Zollin’s magic.


  Then it occurred to Zollin that Offendorl wasn’t just fighting him. The sorceress was using her old master, controlling his power, and funnelling it into different tasks. Zollin felt his own magic churning, the familiar hot wind blew through him and he felt strong.


  “You can’t stop me,” Zollin said. “You aren’t strong enough.”


  “I am more powerful than you can fathom, boy!” Offendorl spat through his clenched teeth.


  “I don’t think so,” Zollin said.


  He wanted Offendorl, or Gwendolyn if she was controlling the ancient wizard, angry with him. He thought if he could survive an onslaught of the wizard’s power, than their control over the vast army attacking Yelsia and Baskla might falter. In that moment, when Gwendolyn fought to regain control of the army, she would be weak. It was a good plan, but it hinged on Zollin surviving the witch’s powerful onslaught of magic first.


  “That is why you will die!” Offendorl shouted.


  The magic coming from him changed. It became more powerful than Zollin had anticipated. At first he had been floating along in a slow current of magic, it reminded Zollin of being in a slow moving stream. He could feel the power of the water pushing him along, but he only needed to put his feet down to stop himself from going where he didn’t want to go. Now that current changed. He felt the powerful rush of magic, threatening to sweep him away. His own magic responded in kind, pushing back harder, lowering Zollin to the ground. He doubted that in a contest of power versus power he would emerge victorious. It wasn’t that he wasn’t as powerful as Offendorl, but the elder wizard’s magic was simply more potent, his will more decisive and firm. Doubt was Zollin’s enemy now, he couldn’t waver in his decisions, or second guess his strategy. He had to fully commit himself to the battle.


  Zollin also had the advantage of a younger, stronger physical body. Once his feet hit the floor it wasn’t just magic that kept him from being pushed backward by the ancient wizard. He leaned forward and pushed with his legs. Of course his physical strength was nothing compared to the might of the ancient wizard’s magic, but Zollin was determined to use every resource he had.


  As the two wizards battled, the magic became more focused, and the struggle more intense. Zollin’s fear made his magic churn hotter and hotter inside him. He was slowly being pushed backward and he was frantically trying to think of something he could do next, when Brianna filled his mind again. It was as if the world dimmed and her beautiful countenance appeared. She was smiling at him and he felt his heart lift. The thoughts of death and the loss of all he cared about disappeared. Part of his mind screamed that he should be even more concerned, but looking at Brianna he simply couldn’t be afraid. Then Zollin’s father appeared; they weren’t really there, he knew, but he could see them in his memory. And perhaps most importantly, he felt their love. He let that hope and love stir his magic and discovered that where fear churned his magic into a hot maelstrom, hope and love whipped it into a frenzy which neither hurt to wield or bled away his physical strength.


  His mind flashed back to his discovery of the depth of his magical power. He was near the river in Brighton’s Gate. The ice had broken and Quinn had fallen into the water. He had tried to save his father when fear uncapped the hidden reservoir of power deep inside him. That power had allowed him to levitate his father out of the river and do more than he had ever imagined. Yet, that same power was like a wild beast that Zollin had to fight to control. Ever since that time his most powerful moments had been fueled by fear. When he had fought the huge, beastly dragon in the north;when he had fought Branock to save Brianna; when he had battled Offendorl outside the city walls in Orrock—every time he had let fear fuel his magical power. Now he experienced something new.


  At first their magical duel was invisible, but soon Zollin’s magic began to pop and crackle, as blue energy raced up and down his body and out into the space between the two wizards where their magic clashed. Zollin felt his power growing, not diminishing. It was a wonderful and strange sensation. The more he thought of the people he loved, the more his power seemed to grow.


  “You can’t win,” he said to Offendorl. “Give up and I will let you live.”


  Offendorl cackled. “I’m already dead!”


  The elder wizard pushed harder and Zollin batted the wave of magic aside. He stood up straight and Offendorl’s face clouded with doubt. Offendorl frowned and thrust his hands out—long, flaming, serpentine bodies shot out, speeding toward Zollin. The young wizard raised his own hands and the flames were pulled into them, disappearing as neatly as a candle snuffed between two fingers.


  “You can’t match me unless you bring your entire strength to bare,” Zollin said calmly. “But you can’t do that can you? Not and maintain your hold over the army you built.”


  Offendorl then snarled and hurled yellow jets of magical energy at Zollin, who deflected each one. Over and over Offendorl attacked, each tactic a little stronger than the last. The floor cracked, dust fell from the ceiling, but the two wizards seemed not to notice. The elder wizard sent a wave of magical energy at Zollin but the younger man sent it hurling back toward its master. Zollin was tired, but he remained focused on the love and hope that fuelled his confidence and his magic.


  “I’ll kill you if its the last thing I do!” shouted Offendorl, but Zollin knew it was really Gwendolyn who was screaming in fury. Great chunks of stone fell from the cavern roof; Zollin, already levitating himself off the floor several inches, floated quickly out of the way, but the stone broke through the floor of the cavern and fell tumbling down in the molten rock far below. Zollin glanced down as a large section of the floor cracked and then crumbled.


  Offendorl fell too, but he rose up at the last minute, his ragged clothing now smoking and his eyes wild with hatred. The ancient wizard rushed through the air toward Zollin and grabbed onto Zollin’s legs.


  “We’ll die together then, wizard,” spat the Master of the Torr.


  Zollin didn’t resist. He could feel the heat all around him as they sank down, it seemed to scorch his throat with every breath. He thought he could fight Offendorl off, but he wasn’t sure how long he could continue the fight without exhausting himself. So he relaxed and surrounded his body with a bubble of magic. He wasn’t sure if his magic was strong enough to hold back the overwhelming heat of the molten rock, but he focused his mind only on the magic, pushing the doubts out of his mind.


  “Any last words, wizard?” Offendorl said with a cackle, even as his clothes burst into flames that blistered his skin.


  He was still laughing maniacally as his feet disappeared into the lava. Zollin closed his eyes, not wanting to see the wizard’s skin turning black and bubbling, nor the look of agony on the old man’s face. Soon though the orange light was intense as Zollin was submerged in the lava. He fed all his power into the magical shield, keeping Brianna at the front of his mind. The heat grew despite his best effort, and then suddenly, he felt himself free of Offendorl’s power. The elder wizard was gone, even the magic which had lingered after the old man’s death, trying desperately to carry out his wicked last wish, dissipated and Zollin rose up out of the lava again. He floated to the edge of a small corridor and set himself down on it.


  He relaxed the strain his magic had put on him. He was lightheaded and he pulled the water skin from his pack. The water was more than lukewarm, it was almost hot, but it was wet. He swished it around and around in his mouth and then spit it out. Then he dropped the empty pack and the empty canteen. He had one last task, then he could rest. Then it would all be over, he promised himself.


  


  Chapter 34


  The king’s army was surging backward, toward Green Glenn, but they had let Mansel and Quinn pass through. Brianna and Sorva still fought a rear action guard, but the king’s army encountered the first of the mutated soldiers who had gone round the fire attacks on the pass and were now coming down out of the hills. There weren’t many of the grotesque fighters, since they moved even more slowly than usual over the rough terrain of the mountains, but enough had broken through so it was clear Brianna and Sorva couldn’t hold the massive enemy back forever.


  Quinn had one arm draped over Mansel’s broad shoulders and was being half carried by the tireless warrior. They passed wagons filled with supplies, but Mansel was searching for Nycoll. They finally found the wagon filled with medical supplies just before dawn, but Nycoll wasn’t there.


  “Where is Nycoll,” Mansel asked one of the healers who was getting an armload of supplies from the wagon.”


  “They’ve set up a field hospital in the valley,” he said. “She’s there, helping the wounded.”


  Mansel and Quinn hurried into the valley as the sky turned gray above them. It would still be several hours before the sun rose high enough that it could actually shine down into the valley, and the thick clouds would block those rays at any rate, but it was become progressively easier to see. The soldiers were now busy moving the refugees further north along the western pass. As Quinn looked across the valley he realized even if they stayed ahead of the enemy army, hundreds would die on the march north. Winter was setting in with a vengeance in the mountain range. The snow would fall deep in the valleys and along the pass. Still, they couldn’t stay here where they would be slaughtered without mercy.


  Mansel saw Nycoll and called out to her. She hurried to them.


  “Are you hurt?” she asked.


  “No,” Quinn said. “I’m fine, really.”


  “You’re bleeding!” Nycoll said, ignoring Quinn.


  “It’s just a scratch,” Mansel said, wrapping his free arm around her. “I’m just glad you’re safe.”


  “We had to hurry back here once the front lines collapsed,” she explained. “I was so worried about you.”


  “Really, I’m fine,” Quinn said knowing Nycoll wasn't listening to a word he was saying.


  "We could use some water,” Mansel said.


  “And then we have to get moving,” Quinn added. “This valley will be overrun soon.”


  Nycoll nodded, but there was a strange look in her eye. Quinn wondered if Mansel saw it.


  “I’ll fetch water,” Nycoll said. “And some bread as well.”


  She hurried off and Quinn sat down next to a supply wagon, leaning against the wheel. Mansel squatted next to him. They were silent for a moment, watching the chaos all around them. Finally Quinn spoke.


  “She won’t go, you know,” he said.


  “Yeah, I saw that look in her eye,” Mansel said. “She won’t leave the wounded here to die.”


  “And the army can’t stay in this valley, there’s no strategic advantage here.”


  “So what choice do we have?”


  “I’ll stay,” Quinn said. “You convince her that I’ll protect the sick. Then you get the hell out of here and don’t look back.”


  “No!” Mansel said more loudly than he needed to. “I’m not going to leave you here, Quinn.”


  “You saved me back there,” he said, pointing into the pass. “You shouldn’t have, but you did. I couldn’t be more proud of you if you were my own son.”


  “I wouldn’t leave you then and I won’t leave you now,” Mansel said. “If we go, you’re coming too.”


  “I would just slow you down. You’ll need all your strength to keep Nycoll moving. These bastards don’t ever stop, that means you won’t be able to sleep. I know I can’t do it, so you should leave me here and go while you still can.”


  “I won’t even listen to that kind of talk,” Mansel said. “Nycoll won’t leave so I’m staying. But we could get you on one of the wagons.”


  “Don’t be absurd, they don’t need to waste space on an old man like me. Besides, I’ve got no one to go back to.”


  “What about Miriam?”


  “I wouldn’t be any good to her now,” Quinn said. “I can’t loose Zollin and you, then go back like nothing ever happened. This is as good a place as any to make a final stand. And today looks to be a good day to die.”


  “Who said anything about dying,” Mansel said. “I still think we can beat these mindless bastards.”


  “Perhaps you can,” Quinn said. “You are a great warrior. The poets will write songs about you.”


  Nycoll hurried over with a bucket of water and two round loaves of bread. Quinn thought she looked tired, he didn’t suppose that meant anything at the moment. They were under attack and she had been up all night tending the wounded. Who wouldn’t look tired, he thought.


  “You know we should try to leave,” Mansel said. “We can move as many of the wounded into the mountains as possible and make a stand there,” he explained. “We would have a better chance of surviving than we do here.”


  “We can’t move them,” Nycoll said. “Most wouldn’t survive being moved at this point.”


  “They won’t survive once the enemy gets here anyway,” Quinn said.


  “We could surround them with wagons and make a stand,” Nycoll said.


  “The army will be using the wagons to try and save the women and children,” Mansel said. “If we stay, sooner or later we’ll be overrun and killed. Do you understand that?”


  “I…” Nycoll hesitated. “I do, I suppose. I just can’t leave them, Mansel.”


  “And I can’t leave you,” he said tenderly.


  She looked up into his eyes and for a moment nothing else existed but the two of them.


  Quinn drank water and ate the bread Nycoll had given him. Then he went in search of a sword.


  * * *


  Brianna was tired. She had fought for so long now that she felt lightheaded. She could tell Sorva was tired too. She went to the black dragon’s side and put her hand on the beast’s scaly hide.


  “It is time for you to go, my friend,” Brianna said.


  Sorva blasted more fire toward the enemy horde who always seemed to appear out of the smoke. No matter how many they killed, more always came. The dragon shook its head.


  “You must go high into the mountains and rest,” Brianna said. “I will join you as soon as I can.”


  A mental image of Sorva and Brianna together flashed into her mind.


  “You are brave and kind,” Brianna said. “But you have done your part in this war. There is nothing left for you to do but survive.”


  Sorva turned its massive head and looked at Brianna, the bright red eye seemed full of concern and Brianna felt the sorrow from Sorva wash over her mind.


  “No, don’t be sad. I don’t plan to go down without a fight.”


  Sorva sent a mental image of Brianna escaping with Sorva, the two of them flying into the mountains. This time it was Brianna who shook her head.


  “I can’t leave my friends,” she said sadly.


  Sorva sent one last billowing blast of fire toward the mob of mindless fighters advancing down the pass. Then the dragon jumped into the air, flapping its wings and rising slowly higher and higher into the sky which grew brighter with each minute. Brianna smiled, sadly. She knew Selix would never have left her, but she was glad Sorva would live. Brianna didn’t know how much longer she could keep fighting, but if she could find Quinn and Mansel, she would gladly make her last stand with them.


  She hurried back toward the valley. At a fast walk she could stay ahead of the witch’s soldiers. She couldn’t help but look back over her shoulder as she went. The mindless fighters seemed timid at first, expecting more fiery attacks, but soon they were moving faster. The soldiers who had been smart enough to go up the sides of the hills to avoid Brianna and Sorva were now coming back to the pass where it was easier to travel.


  It took Brianna a while to reach the broad valley and the massive refugee camp. When she got there the sun was up, and a dull gray light filtered through the heavy clouds. The king’s soldiers were busy loading the wagons which had brought supplies to the army, with people. The refugees looked terrified and a few squads were busy fighting the enemy soldiers who had reached the valley.


  Brianna looked for signs of Quinn or Mansel; she guessed they would be either fighting with the army or trying to find Nycoll. She was so engrossed in her search that she didn’t see the officer who approached her.


  “Lady Brianna?” the soldier asked.


  “Yes?”


  “General Hausey asked me to fetch you,” he said, taking her arm lightly and leading her through the mobs of people hurrying around the valley. They followed the road that led from the well used mountain pass to the small village of Green Glenn which was nestled close to the mountains on the southern side of the valley. Brianna had a strange sensation as she looked up onto the thickly wooded mountainside. She expected to see the enemy come streaming from the trees at any moment.


  “Where are we going?” Brianna asked.


  “To the inn, my lady.”


  “I have no wish to see King Wilam,” she said angrily, but the officer didn’t reply.


  He led her past the ring of Royal Guards surrounding the inn. In the common room there were only soldiers. The villagers and refugees had all been moved out and Brianna guessed they were fleeing north at that very moment. She looked around, expecting to see Wilam propped in a chair or lying on a cot, but there were only soldiers. They all looked tired, and defeat hung around their necks like gold chains on a wealthy merchant.


  “Lady Brianna,” Hausey said. “I’m so glad you could make it. Your assistance on the western pass was invaluable.”


  “I did what I could,” Brianna said.


  “You’ve given us a small window of opportunity and again you have my thanks. The army will continue to fight. We are evacuating the valley and moving as many of the refugees north as we can. Have you had any word from the dwarves or King Zorlan?”


  “No,” Brianna said.


  “I didn’t think you would have. It seems our best efforts weren’t enough to stop the enemy. I suspect they were all overrun just as we were.”


  “Is that all, General,” Brianna said, not relishing the conversation.


  “No, I’m afraid it isn’t,” Hausey said.


  He wasn’t a rude man, but neither did he have much empathy. He stated the next words as if he were giving a report to a superior officer.


  “As you know, King Wilam was wounded in a duel,” he said gruffly. “It appears that the wounds overcame him.”


  “What are you saying?” Brianna said.


  “He spiked a fever and died in the night,” Hausey said. “His body was loaded onto a wagon, but I’m afraid we won’t be able to carry him back to Orrock for burial. The cold weather may help preserve the body, but the chances are slim that any of us shall survive long in the mountains.”


  Brianna stood frozen, hearing Hausey’s report, but feeling completely numb. She was still angry at Wilam, and yet she still loved him. She didn’t love him the way she loved Zollin, but she held deep affection for him in her heart and it shocked her to learn that he had died. She had just seen him the day before, in fact her last words to him had been angry ones. She had stolen his crown and destroyed it, a crime which seemed petty now after seeing how hopeless the future appeared and knowing Wilam was dead. Tears streamed from her eyes.


  “Thank you for telling me,” she said, her voice husky with emotion.


  The soldiers had fallen silent while Hausey shared the news about the king, but now they went back to work, making plans for their retreat. Brianna was oblivious to everything around her. She was thinking back to her short time in Orrock when she had waited for King Felix to mobilize his army. She had wonderful memories of the time she spent with Wilam then, and her feelings of infatuation at being wooed by the Crown Prince of Yelsia came rushing back.


  She turned and slowly left the inn, tears flooding from her eyes and her shoulders shaking with quiet sobs for the man she’d known. Things had not gone the way she had expected they would. She had thought when she left Tranaugh Shire that she was embarking on a life of adventure, but in the end all she got were the deaths of those she cared for most.


  Outside, the Royal Guard ignored her. She walked slowly, feeling the cold seeping into her body which only made the horrible truth of Wilam’s needless death so much more real. She wandered out of the town and soon ran into a kind older man who was busy helping people load a wagon with children.


  “Miss, are you okay?” he asked.


  “Yes, I’m fine,” Brianna said, wiping her eyes and taking notice of where she was for the first time since leaving the inn. “I’m looking for Quinn or Mansel, do you know them?”


  “I’m sorry Miss,” the man said. “I don’t know them. Chances are they’re headed north if they’re able. You can come with us if you like.”


  “No,” Brianna said. “Thank you for your kindness.”


  She was about to walk away when an idea struck her.


  “Is there a place where the wounded are being kept?” she asked.


  The man pointed. “That way,” he said. “They’re being seen to by some of the healers, but they’re just out in the open, I’m afraid.”


  “Thank you so much,” Brianna said.


  She hurried forward, and before long she could see the wounded soldiers laid out in neat rows on the ground. It was terrible to think of the wounded lying out in the cold with only thin blankets between them and the muddy ground, but there wasn’t anywhere else to take them. As Brianna made her way through the crowds of people she finally saw Quinn and Mansel. Quinn was sitting, but Mansel stood, his massive sword on his shoulder.


  “Mansel!” she called. “Quinn!”


  They both turned, Quinn rising to his feet. Brianna hurried to them.


  “Well now,” said Quinn, a broad smile crossing his face. “It does me good to see you.”


  “Aye,” Mansel added. “Although you’ve looked better. What’s wrong?”


  “King Wilam died,” Brianna said, forcing herself not to cry again.


  “What?” Quinn said in surprise. “When?”


  “Last night, his fever spiked they said.”


  “Who told you that?” Mansel asked.


  “General Hausey. He’s in the inn now, with his officers, planning their retreat.”


  “Damn,” Mansel said.


  “That’s a terrible loss,” Quinn added.


  “When are you leaving?” Brianna asked.


  “We aren’t,” Mansel said grimly.


  “What? You can’t stay here,” Brianna said adamantly. “You’ll be killed.”


  “Better to die fighting, than freeze to death in the mountains,” Mansel said.


  “We haven’t much hope of surviving if we flee,” Quinn said. “Besides, Nycoll won’t leave the wounded behind.”


  Brianna started to argue, but the look in Quinn’s eye told her it wasn’t worth her time. She sighed and leaned into the older man.


  “So this is it?”


  “Not for you,” Quinn said. “You call one of your dragons and help the people hereabouts get to safety.”


  Brianna shook her head. “I sent Sorva away. The poor beast was exhausted. I haven’t heard anything from the other dragons. Chances are they didn’t survive.”


  “All the more reason you should,” Quinn said. “You can make more dragons, can’t you. That’s reason enough for you to live.”


  “Without you, or Mansel, or Zollin,” she said the wizard’s name so softly, Quinn barely heard it.


  “Someone has to live,” Mansel said. “Someone has to help the people of Yelsia.”


  “Well,” Brianna said firmly. “I won’t leave you three here. Not until I know you’re safe.”


  “Brianna,” Mansel said.


  “No,” Quinn interrupted the big warrior. “If she wants to stay let her. We’ve no right to tell her what to do. Besides, there’s no guarantees, not anymore. At least here she’s among people that love her.”


  The next hour passed quickly. Nycoll stayed busy helping the wounded. Quinn, Mansel and Brianna stood together, watching the mountain pass. They discussed moving toward the pass and trying to hold back the mob of mindless fighters that would soon come spewing out like a swarm of bees, but in the end they decided to stay near the wounded and do their best to protect them.


  General Hausey left a group of volunteers at the mouth of the pass and the soldiers formed a shield wall. The soldiers held their own, which was why it took the witch’s forces so long to reach the valley, but less than two hours after Brianna arrived, the enemy came flowing in over the slaughtered shield wall.


  As if on cue more came down from the mountains and a huge crowd of the wretched fighters spread out through the valley. At first, the mindless soldiers merely marched north, staying on the broad road that ran through the western pass, but as more of the mutated fighters arrived in the valley, they began to spread out. Mansel dispatched the few that ambled toward the wounded where he and Quinn stood guard. Brianna rested until she was needed, which wasn’t long.


  She lay down a ring of fire around the wounded, walking the perimeter to feed the blaze and keep the mutated fighters from trying to cross the barrier. They heard shouts and screams from across the valley as the witch’s horde swarmed in and spread across the wide space. The hovels and tents didn’t slow the mutated fighters, nor did the temptation to search for treasures among the abandoned camps. The mindless soldiers marched forward like a relentless wave.


  Quinn had found a weapon among the wounded. He had a shield and a spear, although it was longer and heavier than he preferred. When the mutated fighters came in greater numbers he joined Mansel and they fought with ruthless efficiency. But even their best efforts soon became strained and although they fought bravely, it was apparent they would be overcome.


  “Take your woman and flee,” Quinn shouted. “There’s nothing more you can do.”


  Mansel didn’t answer. Nycoll, for her part, ignored the enemy fighters, and focused on tending to the wounded as if there wasn’t a battle raging all around them.


  Quinn and Mansel were forced to fall back to where the wounded lay, being careful not to step on anyone as Brianna laid down a wall of fire to hold back the mindless soldiers. Brianna continued feeding the fire and Quinn and Mansel began running around the ring of fire fighting any of the enemy that crossed the smoking barrier. They were exhausted in short order, even Mansel, whose stamina was enhanced by the magic stone in his sword, seemed tired and discouraged. But they fought on and held out hope that perhaps they could survive, and then the sky opened and rain fell in thick sheets, drenching everything and making Brianna’s ring of fire nearly impossible to maintain. The rain was so heavy they couldn’t see and so Quinn, Mansel, and Brianna surrounded Nycoll in a tight little circle. They were prepared to die together, but what happened next shocked them all.


  At first the rain masked the sound of the huge, pounding feet. Then they thought it was thunder, but after a few moments the ground shuddered.


  “What is that?” Nycoll shouted.


  “I don’t know,” Mansel shouted back.


  “It’s more than thunder,” Brianna shouted.


  “Is it dragons?” Quinn asked.


  Brianna shook her head. “No.”


  Then they saw them. It was a clan of giants. Brianna thought she recognized one of them. It was the giant creature she and Zollin had met in the Norther Highlands. She remembered his name was Rup.


  The giants had clubs made from full sized trees they had pulled from the ground. Most of the branches had been snapped off, but the roots still stood out from the base of the tree; only now those roots drank the blood of the witch’s soldiers. The giants hurried past, their huge feet shaking the ground with each step, their massive clubs crushing dozens of the enemy with each sweeping blow. The giants surrounded the grid like pattern of wounded men, most of whom were dead now; those who lived shivered in the cold rain.


  The giants stood their ground, beating back any of the enemy soldiers who came close. Quinn and the others laughed until they fell down in the mud exhausted. They didn’t know how long the giants would fight for them, but for at least a moment, they were able to relax.


  Occasionally one of the mindless soldiers made it past the giants, but Mansel dispatched each one. The fighting went on for several hours. The rain stopped and the wind blew cold across the saturated ground. Brianna kindled a bon fire and Quinn helped Nycoll move the wounded who still lived closer to the fire’s warmth.


  It was mid afternoon when the next surprise came. Mansel came shouting toward the fire. Quinn and Brianna were certain the giants were moving on, or some new threat was approaching. Instead Mansel seemed to be celebrating.


  “What’s going on?” Quinn said.


  “They’re leaving!” Mansel shouted. “Can you believe it? The mindless fools have suddenly come to their senses.”


  “What do you mean?” Nycoll asked Mansel after he had picked her up, twirled her around, and kissed her fiercely.


  “I mean they’re leaving,” he said. “They suddenly dropped their swords and started running back to the south.”


  “You think the witch has called them back?” Quinn asked.


  “No,” Mansel said, grinning widely and shaking his head. “I think Zollin is alive and he’s kicking her ass!”


  Chapter 35


  Zollin walked through a short corridor and into a round cavern with a high domed ceiling. In the center of the room was a large throne made entirely of bones, sitting on a dais of skulls. Around the edge of the room flowed a river of lava, with dancing jets of flame at various spots. Zollin stared at Gwendolyn who sat on the throne. He might not have know it was her; she was so emaciated that her bones stood out underneath the brittle, ancient skin. But across from her, standing with its back toward Zollin, was the fiery demon. The creature’s body was now almost entirely living flame.


  Zollin had seen Brianna covered in fire, the flames dancing across her body and enhancing her every feature. It was both modest and alluring, and the flames seemed natural, despite the fact that she was on fire. The demon was exactly the opposite. The creature wore flames but it was as if the fire was feeding off the demon’s flesh. Through gaps in the flame Zollin saw peeling, blackened skin, bubbling under the searing heat, and it occurred to him that being in the world was costing the creature terribly.


  “It’s over,” Zollin said. “You should go back to wherever you came from.”


  Gwendolyn’s eyes flashed. “Nothing is over, wizard.”


  “He speaks to me,” the demon said.


  “I won’t let you use me the way you have Offendorl and Gwendolyn,” Zollin said.


  “Shut you filthy mouth, wizard!” Gwendolyn screamed, her voice echoing in the round chamber. “This realm is mine and I am all powerful now. You shall die begging for mercy, but you will find no mercy here.”


  “Gwendolyn, can’t you see that this magic is killing you,” Zollin said. “What has happened to you?”


  “I’ve become all powerful,” she wailed. “I have embraced death and made it my servant. I will rule the Five Kingdoms. I will wipe away every trace of mankind and fill the land with creatures loyal to me. I shall envelope this world in darkness and open the portal to worlds in a hundred dimensions. Nothing shall stop me, wizard, least of all a boy like you.”


  “I’m sorry,” Zollin said. “But your power is broken, or soon will be.”


  “I will kill you, wizard,” Gwendolyn threatened.


  “Perhaps,” Zollin said. “But I will sacrifice my life gladly to rid the world of your evil.”


  “You cannot rid the world of evil,” said the demon, its deep voice booming suddenly in the chamber.


  “Well maybe I’ll settle for ridding the world of you.”


  “Enough talk,” Gwendolyn said. “I grow weary of you whiny voice, wizard.”


  “So kill me,” Zollin said, “if you can. You don’t have power of your own Gwendolyn and I won’t let you have mine.”


  “I have the power of dark magic, and beings you couldn’t imagine in your worst nightmares. I have the power of the underworld at my fingertips, wizard. This time you have underestimated my power and I shall squash you in darkness.”


  Zollin felt the squeeze almost immediately. The shadows that lurked in the darkness of the cavern were alive. Zollin saw them moving, spinning and dancing over the heat of the lava. His defenses were firm, but the squeeze was real, pressing in on every side of him, like the powerful jaws of a dragon.


  “It is you who underestimate the power of good,” Zollin said.


  His magic was spinning and boiling. It was a familiar sensation, but different at the same time. In the heat of the witch’s lair, his magic felt cool and soothing. It gave him confidence and in turn he focused on the hope which churned his power, whipping it into a frenzy that grew stronger with each minute that passed.


  “Your underworld may be real, but there is a reason it has long since been forgotten,” Zollin went on. “You cannot win, you can only seal your fate by giving in to the darkness.”


  Gwendolyn seemed to shiver, her body trembling but not with fear or even hatred. She seemed cold, and Zollin saw the ancient looking flesh contracting into goosebumps that ran up and down her arms and across the skin below her throat, already so blue with spidery veins that it looked nearly frozen.


  The pressure increased and the demon turned to Gwendolyn.


  “You must defeat him,” it said.


  “I will defeat him,” she cried shrilly. “I will crush his body and then his spirit. Then I will make his soul my slave for eternity.”


  “You must hold nothing back,” the creature said angrily. “We cannot fail now.”


  Zollin closed his eyes and thought of Brianna, imagining her bright smile and the light in her eyes. He knew instinctively that Gwendolyn had lost her hold on the thousands of people she had enslaved to her dark purpose. All he had to do was resist her long enough, he thought, and wait for his opening to attack.


  “I will not fail,” Gwendolyn screamed.


  “Do it now!” the demon growled.


  “I am,” Gwendolyn cried, her voice trembling with fear and strain. “I am.”


  When Zollin looked up he was shocked to see the blackness around the cavern moving closer to Gwendolyn. He realized what he was seeing wasn’t shadows, but dark magic. As it got close, Gwendolyn absorbed it into herself. She shuddered, her hands gripping the arms of the throne. The skin around her eyes darkened, and her lips pulled back from her blackened teeth in a snarl.


  The pressure on Zollin grew stronger and stronger. Simply resisting wasn’t enough, sooner or later the darkness would overwhelm him. So he willed his magic to resist. It wasn’t a focused spell, he could hear Kevlich lecturing him in his mind: You have to be precise. You have to control the magic, know exactly what you want it to do.


  Zollin willed his magic to destroy the dark magic. In his mind he could see his magic shining brightly, shattering the dark magic into tiny shadows that trembled and disappeared. What happened around him was something different.


  Light began to radiate out of Zollin, colliding with the dark in an intense struggle, like two armies clashing in battle, first one pushing the other back, before the other rallied and made up the ground. The shadows flooded into Gwendolyn and she made a high pitched whining sound which caused the hair on the back of Zollin’s neck and on his forearms to stand on end.


  The darkness condensed around him and he fed his magic out into the bubble of light. The strain on Zollin’s body became pronounced and he had to clench his teeth in his efforts; every muscle seemed to flex at once, sweat poured out of him, but he focused entirely on feeding his magic into the spell, seeing a mental picture of his light defeating the darkness.


  “There is only one way,” the demon snarled at Gwendolyn.


  “I can’t,” she screamed.


  “You must!”


  The demon stepped to the throne and snatched Gwendolyn up. For a moment there was respite from the intense pressure around Zollin and he thought for an instant he had won. But the demon embraced Gwendolyn, holding her while she screamed and writhed, the demon’s flames consuming her. There was no ash, no smoke, the demon’s flames seemed to feed off Gwendolyn’s frail body until there was nothing left.


  Then the pressure returned. Zollin was squeezed so hard he had trouble breathing. His magical bubble was still intact, but the pressure was overwhelming. The demon began to laugh, a wicked, booming laugh that seemed cruel and manic at the same time.


  Zollin’s magic churned frantically. Doubt and fear began to gnaw into Zollin’s mind. He had made a terrible mistake. This being from another world was too strong, to evil for anyone to overcome. He felt despair filling his mind.


  The demon was coming closer and Zollin realized the evil creature meant to destroy him the same way it had Gwendolyn. He thought of Brianna, thought of all the things he loved. The beauty of the mountains, laughter, good food, his father’s affection. Then he thought of something else. He remembered the way Gwendolyn had summoned the demon. It hadn’t come from the underworld, like the stories he’d been told as a child. This demon came from somewhere else, another time and another world that Zollin didn’t know or understand. But he did know he wanted it gone. He wanted it to go back where it came from.


  He took a quivering breath and stood up straight. The strain was intense, but he did it.


  “Leave,” Zollin said.


  “No,” said the demon.


  “Go back to where you came from.”


  “No,” it said again.


  Zollin sent a levitating spell at the demon, but it only laughed.


  “Your feeble magic will not work on me,” the creature said in a mocking tone. “I am immortal, from before time. Your pathetic magic is less to me than a puff of smoke.”


  Zollin then turned his attention upward. The cavern had a domed roof, but it was stone just like everything else in the underworld. Zollin was in the depths of the great abyss, and he wasn’t sure what he was doing or why, but he needed to find the channel the demon had come through. He had to open it and send the demonic creature back where it came from.


  His magic shot upward, pouring through the rock and rising higher and higher.


  The demon stopped moving and stared at Zollin. It had no facial features, but it cocked it’s head to the side. It looked up, as if it could see Zollin’s magic flowing up through the solid rock overhead. Zollin felt his magic stretching. Distances had always been difficult, it was like holding a heavy weight away from his body, the farther it went the more strenuous the task became. Still Zollin sent the magic up. It was nothing more than an extension of his senses, a magical blanket that allowed him to feel and know everything it touched. Only this time it wasn’t a blanket, it was a thin beam rising higher and higher.


  “What are you doing?” the demon said.


  Zollin ignored the creature. It stepped closer and Zollin raised his hand, erecting a magical barrier in front of the demon. It pressed on the barrier and Zollin felt his head pounding with effort. There were too many distractions. The pressure on his shields, the barrier, the beam of magic, Zollin felt a sharp pain deep in his chest. He knew he couldn’t keep up the effort much longer, but he also knew he had to.


  The magic broke free of the ground, he felt the open air. The stone had been dense and thick above him, but now it was open and free. He sent the beam higher and higher. Then a strange sensation came over Zollin. He felt his magical reservoir draining. The magic was pouring out, hot and painful. There was an emptiness inside him which made him sad. When he had fallen off the mountain to escape the dragon with Brianna and broken his back in the process, he had lost touch with his magical power. But now he realized his spell was taking all the magical power he had. If he continued there would be nothing left. Even if he lived, he wouldn’t be a wizard anymore.


  That thought, more than death, more than defeat, both frightened and made him sad. When he’d discovered his power he’d been nothing more than a disappointment, an inept carpenter’s apprentice, but his magic had been his true self coming through all the broken expectations. He was a wizard, that was who he was. Without magic he would be empty, his life void of meaning. But if he gave up now, what would he be? He didn’t know and something told him he would never find out.


  His defenses were strong, but he needed more than a strong defense, he needed some way to fight the demon.


  At that moment two things happened. The demon beat down Zollin’s barrier. He felt it snap, like a bone and the pain crashed into Zollin, causing him to scream in pain. But at the same time, deep in his mind he felt his beam of magic pass through the clouds and for the first time since he’d crawled over the edge of the abyss, he felt sunlight.


  The demon reached for Zollin, the flaming hands passed through the magical bubble being crushed by darkness. The flames shocked Zollin again; they weren’t hot, but freezing cold. He felt their chill seeping deep into his body and he shook uncontrollably.


  Then he felt something else, something strange. It took him a moment to get a sense of what it was. His mind was reeling, he felt the arms of the demon taking hold of him, felt the blackness pressing in on every side, but he also felt what seemed like a gate. It was high in the heavens, farther than Zollin could imagine, but it was there. It was a gate, almost like a metal gate that could be raised or lowered at the entrance to a walled city or castle. Despite his pain and fear, Zollin felt the gate with his magic. It was like being in utter darkness and feeling something at the extreme end of his reach, as if only his fingertips could brush against it.


  Then he realized the gate was open, not completely, just slightly. The gate had been cracked open and Zollin could feel the immense power behind the gate. He felt the evil of whatever lay beyond it, felt its yearning to subdue and destroy. Zollin realized the horrifying truth that what was beyond the gate was many times more horrifying than the demon. And in that moment Zollin made a decision. He sent the last of his magic hurtling upward. In his mind he had only one thought, close the gate!


  As his magic slipped away he felt the darkness overtake him. He couldn’t feel the magic, only the deepest despair and fear. The cold flames were now raging all around him and Zollin was screaming, fighting and clawing to get free, but the demon held him fast.


  “No!” Zollin screamed, desperate to get away.


  He heard the demon laugh, the voice booming around the stone chamber and down the corridor it had pulled Zollin from. He felt his soul being slowly ripped from his physical body. It was agony and there was nothing Zollin could do to stop it. Then suddenly the laughter stopped. The cold flames pulled back. Zollin opened his eyes and saw a dark opening in the center of the room. It pulled and sucked the demon backward. The flaming creature was scratching and clawing to break free of whatever was pulling it into the black portal. It fell onto the stone floor, it’s flaming hands searching desperately for a handhold. Its flaming hooves rose up toward the portal and Zollin thought he heard a desperate shriek as the demon was pulled away. Immediately the portal closed and Zollin collapsed to the floor.


  


  Chapter 36


  Tears and sweat dripped from Zollin’s face as he knelt in the entrance to the dimly lit cavern. They were tears of relief, happiness, and despair. The threat to the Five Kingdoms was finally over. Of course, he couldn’t be sure Gwendolyn’s marauding army had been released from their onerous task, but he felt deep down inside that they were. On the other hand, he also felt completely empty, there was a void where his magical reservoir had once been. The fact he no longer possessed magic made him both afraid and hopeless. He couldn’t help but feel that Quinn’s pride, Mansel’s friendship, and Brianna’s love all hinged on his incredible powers. Now that they were gone, now that he was no longer a wizard, he felt more alone than he had ever felt in his life.


  The ground shook violently There was a roar unlike anything Zollin had heard before. The walls of the tunnel began to collapse and Zollin dove into the dome shaped chamber. The walls were slowly closing in and he felt a stab of terror in his bowels as if he’d been run through with a rusty blade. He ran to the throne made of human bones in the center of the room. The floor rose up toward the ceiling and as the walls closed in they blocked off the orange flow of lava, throwing the chamber into total darkness.


  Zollin climbed up onto the throne, covering his ears and ducking his head. The rumbling seemed to go on and on. He expected he would be crushed to death at any moment. He heard the skulls which made up the round dais crumble and break as the walls moved closer and closer.


  Finally the noise stopped. Zollin realized he’d been holding his breath and he inhaled, only to find the chamber was now filled with dust which caused a coughing fit in him. His heart raced and his head ached, but he was alive. He reached up but couldn’t feel the ceiling. He reached out to either side of the throne and could just barely touch the rough, stone walls. He sat back, trying not to think about the fact that he was resting on a chair made of human bones. He held up his hand in front of his face, but couldn’t see anything. He waited and listened, heard nothing but his own blood pounding in his ears. The he held his hand palm up and cast a simple spell.


  “Flame,” he said, willing a small flame to appear, but nothing happened.


  He closed his eyes and the hot tears leaked out, streaking down his dirty face in the darkness. He sobbed, his whole body shaking, and then, mercifully, his exhaustion overtook him and he fell asleep.


  * * *


  Brianna stood between the legs of one the giants and watched as the mutated fighters scattered. What surprised her most was the fact the wretched creatures seemed frightened of each other. Most had dropped their weapons and ran, trying desperately to get as far away from one another as they could. She guessed the giants would have protected her if the mutated fighters had come toward her, but the pitiful wretches were also terrified of the giants, so none dared.


  “I can’t believe it,” Quinn said looking around at the fleeing soldiers.


  “He did it,” Mansel said. “Zollin actually did it.”


  “He did,” Quinn said. “He must have.”


  “Do you think that means he’s still alive,” Nycoll asked.


  Quinn, Mansel and Brianna looked at one another, too afraid to even consider it might be true. They were like castaways who had finally kindled a tiny flame and could scarcely breath for fear of accidentally blowing it out. Their flame was hope, and it was so tenuous they were almost too afraid to talk about it.


  “Well, it’s possible, right?” Nycoll said, her voice barely more than a whisper.


  Quinn nodded.


  Tears flooded Brianna’s cheeks.


  “I always believed,” Mansel said.


  The witch’s soldiers weren’t destructive, so most of the actual buildings in the village were still intact. The giants, seeing their foes flee, turned and retreated back into the mountains. They never acknowledged the humans they had saved, even when Brianna tried to thank them.


  Quinn and Mansel were tired, but they found a stretcher and one by one moved the survivors to the inn and laid them near the fire Brianna had kindled in the large stone fireplace. Nycoll undressed each one and dried them as best she could with towels from the inn.


  The sun came out while they worked; a winter sun, low in the sky and not very strong, but the world that had seemed gray and hopeless looked beautiful and bright once more. It was almost nightfall when a few of the refugees staggered back into the valley. It took them a long time to cross the wide expanse and reach the village. Mansel and Quinn helped them set up shelters and find food.


  Tig arrived shortly after dark. The small, blue dragon was tired and one taloned foot was wounded. It looked almost like an animal had chewed the talon, but Brianna was so overjoyed to see the dragon she almost didn’t notice the wound.


  Tig filled her mind with scenes, first of the battle, then of the witch’s horde fleeing in every direction. From the air they looked like ants whose nest had been kicked over. They scrambled every which way, knocking each other down, sometimes killing each other. It seemed none of them were interested in continuing the battle. The Leffers had simply disappeared, as if the horrid monsters had never existed.


  Tig had then scouted to the east, but there was no sign of King Zorlan, only bodies that filled the eastern pass and made Brianna’s heart ache over the senseless slaughter. There was no sign of life in any of the strongholds she had built for the dwarves. Bodies lay piled in heaps around each one, but the strongholds were empty.


  Neither were there more dragons. Tig was confident that many lived, but they had gone to find shelter when the war ended, and Brianna hoped the small dragon was right. She poured healing fire into the dragon’s foot and the small dragon drank its fill from the village well before finding a sheltered place to rest for the night.


  Brianna returned to the inn. A keg of ale had been tapped and people were celebrating. A bonfire had been built outside the inn and the long benches from the common room had been moved outside. No one wanted to disturb the wounded, so they carried their celebration out into the cold night. The clouds returned and large snowflakes drifted down around them, but no one seemed to mind. To Brianna it seemed magical.


  “You look like you have more on your mind than celebrations,” Quinn said, sitting next to her.


  “I have to go south,” Brianna said. “I have to go to Osla and find out if Zollin is okay.”


  “Are you sure that’s a good idea? There’s no telling what kind of monsters the witch unleashed.”


  “I can’t just wait and never know,” Brianna said. “I have to go. I wish I could right now.”


  “Well you can’t,” Quinn said. “It would take you all winter to walk that far and it’s not safe.”


  “I won’t walk,” Brianna said. “I’ll find a dragon to take me.”


  “Fine, but first you need some rest. You go sleep and I’ll see if I can find you some supplies.”


  Brianna looked at Quinn, wondering if he was sincere.


  “I promise,” he said. “I want to know if he’s alive too. I’d go with you if I could, but you’ll travel much faster without me. If you can go with a dragon I’ll feel that you’re safe enough. Now go rest.”


  Brianna threw her arms around Quinn and hugged him tightly. She had expected him to argue or tell her how crazy it was to leave the safety and security of the little village. But, she supposed, she had expected him to be angry she had broken her promise to Zollin as well, but he never held it against her, even when he saw how much it hurt his son.


  “You’re a good man, Quinn,” she said. “I love you.”


  “I love you too, sweetheart. I always will.”


  They stood up and went back into the inn together. Brianna found a blanket and wrapped it around herself, then lay down by the fire and went to sleep. Quinn was as tired as he ever remembered being. He hurt everywhere, but he was glad to be alive. He felt an enormous amount of pride for his son, and for Brianna, Mansel, and Nycoll. They were true heroes, he thought to himself as he gathered what little food there was in the inn and stashed it in a bag. He filled a canteen with water and set them down next to Brianna, then stretched by the fire himself and fell instantly asleep.


  * * *


  Zollin woke suddenly. He’d been dreaming that he was dying, but when he woke the truth came rushing back to him. He wasn’t dying, he wasn’t that lucky, he thought to himself. He was just trapped in a cavern with no escape so that he would die slowly of starvation or go insane in the oppressive darkness.


  He decided he should get up and explore the cavern, perhaps there was a way out. A glimmer of hope got Zollin up and moving. He stumbled over the bones of the witch’s throne like a blind beggar, with his hands out in front of him as he shuffled around the tiny chamber. He felt every wall, but he was basically in a round room with no way in or out. He felt high, then low, setting bones against the wall so he would know when he’d made a full circuit. There was nothing in the room at all and despair once again flooded him. He was so thirsty his tongue felt swollen and his kidneys ached.


  He collapsed back on the throne of bones and dreamed of dying. He could bash his head into the wall, but he knew that was a futile gesture. At best he would injure himself and make his final hours horrendously painful. He held out his hand again and tried to cast a spell, hoping that in time his magic would return.


  “Flame,” he said, willing the tiny tongue of fire to appear, but nothing happened.


  He screamed in frustration, the sound echoing around the tiny room, but he didn’t feel any better. He was angry but there was nothing to be done. He sat back and closed his eyes, then a strange feeling came over him. It was magic, he realized. The dark magic of the underworld was still there, and he discovered that if he wanted to he could tap into the evil power. The temptation was strong, but Zollin resisted. He remembered seeing the shadows absorbed into Gwendolyn’s body, the way she grimaced in pain, and the toll the dark magic made on her. He didn’t want any part of that.


  He tried to sleep some more, but the nagging temptation simply wouldn’t go away. He wondered briefly if the temptation was coming from the throne of bones and so he moved off the wicked chair and stretched out on the floor. He tried to find a comfortable way to lie down, and after tossing and turning for what seemed like hours, he drifted back to sleep.


  * * *


  Early the next morning Brianna went outside and washed her face in the icy water from the village well. She then closed her eyes and called for Tig. She was surprised to see the blue dragon racing down from one of the surrounding mountains, followed by a larger, darker dragon.


  “Sorva!” Brianna called.


  The big dragon landed several yards away and then cantered to where Brianna stood.


  “You’re still here,” she said. “I thought you would have flown north already.”


  An image filled Brianna’s mind of the two of them together and she smiled.


  “I do need to go south, to find Zollin and Ferno. Would you go with me?”


  The dragon growled and Tig roared as the smaller blue dragon circled above the village.


  The refugees came out to see to the dragons. Many approached and shared their thanks at the contribution the dragons had made. Tig stayed in the air, but Sorva allowed the villagers to come close, even to touch her.


  Quinn came out of the inn with Mansel, carrying the bag of food. He smiled when he saw Sorva and Tig.


  “You’ll have company,” he said. “I’m glad for that.”


  “Are you sure you’ll be safe?” Mansel asked.


  “Safer than I’ve been the last few days,” Brianna said, with a giggle.


  It was the first light hearted moment she’d had in weeks, she realized. And she was thankful for it.


  “I’ll find Zollin,” she promised. “You can count on that.”


  “Then come back to us,” Quinn said. “No matter what you find. You come back to us.”


  Mansel nodded, “That’s right, you’re family.”


  “I love you both so much,” Brianna said, hugging each of them. “Where will I find you?”


  “You said your parents are in Orrock,” Quinn said. “I’ll go to them, tell them what you did for us and wait for you there.”


  “Nycoll and I will be with Quinn,” Mansel said. “If he’ll have us.”


  “Of course,” Quinn said smiling. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  They stood together watching as Brianna and the dragons flew away. Tig carrying the satchel of food. Quinn had stuffed a change of clothes in the bag along with a blanket.


  “You think she’ll be okay,” Mansel asked.


  “Yes,” Quinn said. “Yes, I do. I think we all will now.”


  Chapter 37


  When Zollin woke up he felt sick. His body ached all over and his tongue was so swollen it was protruding from his mouth. He tried to roll over, but failed. He was tired, but he knew if he didn’t find water soon he would die. That thought got him to his feet, but then he realized there was no water in the chamber.


  So this is how I die, he thought bitterly. It didn’t seem fair. He’d fought so hard, pushed his way through so many obstacles and been willing to die for the people he loved, yet after all of that, after defeating Gwendolyn and her demon monster, he was going to die slowly of dehydration. He wanted to bang his fists against the stone, but he knew it was pointless. He would need all of his strength if he were going to survive.


  He laughed out loud, a croaking, hoarse laugh that sounded strange as it echoed off the walls of the cavern. He wasn’t going to live, he knew that, but he couldn’t accept simply giving up either.


  He crawled around the cavern again on his hands and knees, looking for something, anything that might give him hope. Then, as if from far away, he heard the tempting song of the dark magic. It could keep him alive, it whispered. It could help him get out.


  He pushed the tickling little voice in the back of his mind out of his thoughts. He refused to give in to the idea of using the dark magic. Around and around the cavern he crawled, searching and re-searching every inch of the stony prison, but there was nothing to find. And after hours of effort, his body aching and his knees bleeding, he collapsed on the floor again and fell asleep.


  * * *


  Brianna and the dragons flew with reckless abandon. Below them they could see the witch’s soldiers occasionally. Usually they were in small bands of three or four. They moved more quickly now. Sometimes she saw them eating small rodents and more often she saw them sprawled unconscious on the ground. At first she had thought they were dead, but the dragons’ superb vision could see their chests rising and falling as they breathed.


  Brianna wondered what would happen to them. Thousands had been killed, but thousands more survived and were fleeing south. After the first day the landscape emptied. Brianna wanted to push the dragons harder, but she didn’t want to hurt them. She made them stop whenever they passed a river or stream. Tig learned to plunge its blue head into the water and snap up fish. The smaller dragon even caught some fish for Sorva. The bigger dragon was strong, but they hadn’t spotted any game or even farm animals she could feed on.


  Late the first night they slept a few hours, and set out again at dawn. Eventually they did spot a small deer. Tig caught and killed the animal, settling for one hind leg and part of the deer’s rump. Sorva gobbled up the rest. They traveled more quickly after that. Brianna was anxious to reach the Grand City, or what was left of it. She hoped to find Ferno, if the ferocious, green dragon still lived. If Ferno could tell her where Zollin had gone, perhaps she could find him.


  She wondered if Zollin had fought the evil witch, Gwendolyn, underground or if he’d managed to lure her out. She searched the sky and the ground as they traveled, but there was no sign of Zollin, no sign of Ferno.


  Eventually they flew over the ruined corpse of Embyr. The poor dragon had been killed by Selix when the golden dragon was under the control of Corlis, the Usurper. They had been forced to leave the body in order to save the King’s Army from Gwendolyn’s mindless horde. That same vast, enchanted army, had trampled Embyr’s body.


  Gwendolyn and the two dragons landed near the remains. The scaly hide was dry and cracking. The bones were brittle and only the golden heart remained intact. Brianna removed the heart and placed it her pack. It more than doubled the weight, but she was confident Tig could carry the load. Then she burned the remains. Normally fire didn’t effect dragons, but the carcass burned and the smoke billowed red, just like Embyr’s scales. She wondered as she watched the red smoke drifting on the wind, why they hadn’t found the bodies of Selix and Gyia. She supposed the Leffers had destroyed the dragons completely, and the thought filled her with grief. When Brianna was done they pushed on.


  * * *


  Time became nonexistent to Zollin. He couldn’t tell how long he slept or whether he was awake or asleep. In fact, he began to wonder if he was dead. He lay still, not moving and barely breathing. Water was all he could think about. It was in his dreams, his desire for it was stronger even than the pain he felt from lying hour upon hour without moving on the stone floor of the chamber.


  He had no idea how long it had been since his fight with Gwendolyn and the demon, when something roused him. It was a strange sound. At first he thought it was the dark magic tempting him again, but then he heard it a second time. A small sound, just a simple pit, pit, pit, with no echo. Zollin ignored it at first, but it woke him again. He rolled over and prayed the gods would let him die quickly. He heard it again and prayed he was not in hell. Finally, the sound changed. What had been pit, pit, pit, was now plop, plop, plop.


  A light came on in Zollin’s mind, like the stars suddenly shinning through the gloom at twilight where all had been darkness before. He realized the sound was important. He realized he should know what the sound meant, but he couldn’t place it. It was a strange sound and it seemed to be coming more frequently now.


  Then suddenly he understood what it was: water. He tried to roll from his side to his stomach. When he finally got himself turned over, his face smacked into the stone floor and his nose smashed flat and started to bleed. He ignored the pain and the blood, instead he focused on getting up. The sound came from the other side of the cavern. He had to crawl to get there. He pulled his legs up and got his knees under him. The pain was intense. He wiped the blood away from his nose and mouth and pushed himself up.


  Every muscle hurt, his joints popped loudly in the cavern and he had trouble bending them, but eventually he got moving. He crawled through the darkness toward the sound until he felt something cold on his hands. He lifted one to his mouth and felt the wet grime on his lips. He dropped onto his stomach and put his lips to the cavern floor. He felt the water, barely more than a film above the stone, but it was there. He sucked the water up, not caring in the least that the floor was covered with dust and dirt. His dried, cracked lips burned with the effort, but he sucked and slurped, even lapping the water with his tongue, until finally, his shrivelled stomach filled with water, and he rolled over and fell asleep.


  When he woke up the dripping was constant and the back of his head was cold on the stone floor. He reached up and felt that his head was wet. He was lying in the pool of water. It was deeper than before, but Zollin was thrilled. His stomach grumbled with hunger, but he rolled over and lapped up the water. He sucked until his stomach was full again and then he crawled to the far side of the chamber and relieved himself.


  He then managed to crawl to a dry spot and lay down again. He was hungry, but there was nothing he could about it, so he went to sleep again.


  The next time he woke, he felt better, his mind seemed sharper. He bent and stretched his legs, then climbed slowly to his feet. He took a few steps toward the sound of the water, which was now more of a dribble than a drip. He drank again and then sat with his back propped against the stone wall. He knew what was coming. He would slowly starve to death. Perhaps it would have been better if the water hadn’t worked its way into the chamber.


  No, he told himself not to think like that. He had to remain hopeful. He tried to use magic again, but it was no use. He sat in the darkness fighting the temptation to climb onto the throne of bones and let the darkness fill the empty void he felt inside. Instead, he daydreamed about Brianna. He tried to remember everything he could about her, but to his horror he realized he was forgetting her face. He wept, hot salty tears ran down his checks and into the stubble along his jaw.


  * * *


  Almost ten days had passed and Brianna hadn’t reached the Grand City. The terrain had changed from the grassy plains of Falxis to the arid plains of Osla, but the capital city still wasn’t in sight. She was tired, but she pushed herself forward. They saw more animals the further south they flew, as if the animals had hidden until the danger had passed and were now roaming freely. Sorva ate whenever they saw an animal large enough to satisfy the big black dragon. Brianna had exhausted the meager supply of food Quinn had packed for her. Now she ate with the dragons, using her magic to cook the meat they killed and adding wild berries and the occasional fruit she found as they flew along.


  There had still been no sign of Zollin and she was worried. There had also been no sign of people and she felt incredibly alone in the vast landscape. They saw towns and villages, but not a single person. The settlements were disturbing without anyone living in the homes or working in the shops. She avoided them whenever possible, content to keep flying and sleeping outside with the dragons when night fell. It was getting warmer with each passing day, and the sun turned from warm and welcome, to scorching. Fire couldn’t harm her, but the sun’s constant assault made her long for the snowy mountain peaks. She used the blanket Quinn had sent with her as a cover over her head and shoulders while they flew.


  The dragons grew playful, despite Brianna’s fears. They were happy and the absence of humans didn’t bother them in the slightest. They flew hard and fast. Sorva couldn’t keep up with Tig, but having to carry Brianna’s pack slowed the smaller beast somewhat.


  Finally, after almost two weeks of travel, they spotted the Grand City in the distance. The city was in ruins, but the long abyss that had divided the city and ran to the east and west as far as the dragons could see, was gone. The dragons circled the city and saw what looked like a scar where the giant fissure had opened up.


  “Take me down there,” Brianna said.


  They were spiralling down when they heard a roar that caused Sorva to pull up quickly and beat her black wings hard to gain altitude. Tig on the other hand dove straight down. Brianna, her heart pounding with excitement leaned far out over Sorva’s neck and when she saw a patch of green moving below she squealed.


  “It’s Ferno,” she shouted. “Sorva, dive, dive, it’s Ferno below us.”


  Sorva spiraled down, and soon they could see Tig and Ferno roaring at each other playfully. The mighty green dragon looked different. It was smaller, the green hide loose over the normally huge muscles that were now shrunken down from disuse and lack of food.


  “Ferno,” Brianna shouted, running to the green dragon and hugging the ferocious beast’s face. “Oh, it’s so good to see you. Are you okay?”


  Ferno nodded, and Brianna’s mind filled with an image of the dragon tucked into the third story of an abandoned building, waiting and watching.


  “You haven’t eaten in days,” Brianna said. “Tig, go find Ferno food.”


  She turned back to the green dragon.


  “You haven’t seen Zollin either have you?”


  The big, green dragon shook its mighty head.


  “That’s okay,” she said. “I’ll find him. Everything is going to be okay now.”


  Ferno growled and shook its head like a dog.


  “Tell me everything you know. And then I’m going to find Zollin and bring him back.”


  * * *


  Zollin’s hunger was driving him mad. He was weak and the water, even though he was able to fill his stomach with it and stop the maddening hunger pangs for a short time, made him feel sick when he drank too much. Worse still, he was tempted to gnaw the bones that had been used to make Gwendolyn’s throne. If they had been animal bones he would have broken every tooth he had trying to get some tiny morsel of sustenance from them. Surely, some of the bones had a bit of marrow hidden deep inside. But the bones were human, Zollin was sure of that. So he refused to touch them.


  He wished over and over that he hadn’t dropped his pack outside the cavern. He knew there was no food left in it but perhaps he could have found some bread crumbs that might have curbed his hunger even for just a few moments. He began to dream about food. He imagined the taste of roasted meat, creamy cheese, vegetables, bread, fruit, and even ale. He longed for something to eat every waking moment.


  He had always been thin, and working magic had increased his metabolism so that putting on weight had been difficult. But now his body was showing signs of starvation. His muscle tone was gone and even though he couldn’t see his face, he knew if he could there’d be dark circles around his eyes, the skin would be pasty white and brittle looking. His gums began to bleed and even just standing up made him so dizzy he toppled over.


  Water was still flowing into the chamber. What had started as a slow drip had increased into a steady stream. Zollin had been forced to move around the room to stay dry, but eventually the water forced him up onto the dais of skulls. He still refused to sit on the throne. The temptation to use the dark magic was a constant now, and it took all his will power to hold the darkness back. Still, he feared that if he sat on the throne, he would give in, so he lay on the dais, huddled near the throne, but refusing to touch it.


  He was so weak he considered rolling over into the shallow water in the cavern and drowning himself. He wanted his torment to end so badly, but something deep inside him refused to give up. He had defeated the greatest wizard in the Five Kingdoms, even though Offendorl had ruled in the Torr for over three centuries. He had defeated Gwendolyn and the demon from another realm, yet he couldn’t find a way out of a cavern.


  He slept more and more, preferring the lull of unconsciousness over the bitter reality he faced when he was awake. His dreams were filled with darkness now, and he couldn’t remember what Brianna looked like at all. He thought he heard voices, but they were always whispering in the darkness and they never answered him. He tested his magic every time he was awake, but his ability was gone and the emptiness inside him was so painful it nearly drove him mad.


  The water was getting high enough that his clothes were constantly damp. The top of the skulls were just above the water level and Zollin struggled to stay warm. Finally, he fell into a deep sleep, too weak to move, too depressed to care whether he lived or died.


  * * *


  Brianna took off her clothes and let flames cover her body. Then she let her heat build up slowly. The flames that covered her were yellow and red, but soon they turned to blue and then to white. Finally, as the flagstones of the city street beneath her feet began to turn red and soft, she jumped high in the air, flipping and spinning, and then she plunged down into the ground. She let her magical fire burn so hot that the earth around her became molten and she could literally swim through the bedrock of stone below the city. She plunged further and further down and then followed her intuition as she looked for Zollin.


  Ferno had not been able to tell her much. Zollin had disappeared into the massive crack and then, two weeks ago, the crack had closed, shaking the earth and knocking many of the crumbling structures around the Grand City of Osla down in the process. Brianna burrowed straight down where the giant fissure had been. There were occasional pockets of open space, caverns and empty aquifers. Some were little more than cracks in the stone, but others had the smooth surfaces indicating water had once flowed through the space. She saw mineral deposits, stalactites and occasionally pockets of molten rock, but no sign of Zollin.


  Finally, exhausted and full of despair, Brianna happened on a cavern that was larger than the others. It was a long, hall like opening. There were pillars of stone that linked the floor to the ceiling and from the pillars hung chains. Brianna inspected each one, finding bits of fur and traces of blood. The floor of the cavern was made of molten rock that had cooled and formed a rough, but even surface. At the far end of the cavern was a natural archway, but there was no tunnel or link to another chamber, just solid rock. Still, Brianna felt that something had once led away from the horrific chamber where the pillars were obviously used for some nefarious purpose. She burned the stone away inside the arch, letting the molten lava flow past her feet and into the chamber with the pillars.


  She burned her way forward, not knowing what to expect, but her intuition telling her to take it slow. She halfway expected some horrible beast to be locked in a chamber that she was about to stumble into, but what she found was so horrible and so wonderful, she couldn’t believe her eyes.


  The small chamber where Zollin was trapped opened suddenly, but Brianna couldn’t see into the darkness of the room. She was covered in flames that should have illuminated the entire space, but the darkness in that room resisted her light. Then the water connected with the molten rock around her feet and steam billowed up, further obstructing her view. It took several minutes for the water to stop blasting up like a geyser into her face. As she stepped into the small room, she saw the throne of bones, sitting on a dais of skulls.


  Zollin was on the far side of the throne, and the darkness was clinging to him, so even when Brianna could see that something was there, she couldn’t make out what it was. She moved forward slowly, cautiously, expecting danger. The chamber with the pillars had been quite warm, but the dark room was cold, and the darkness made her shudder. She had never experienced anything like the dark magic that was trapped in the room with Zollin and she wanted to run away, but something in the back of her mind told her she needed to find out what was on the other side of the throne.


  She moved around the circular room, the darkness held at bay around her, but still closing in as close as it dared, so she could only see a couple of feet around her no matter how brightly she flared the fire that covered her body. She had to bend down close to Zollin to banish that shadows that hid him. When she saw him at last, her heart skipped a beat and her breath caught in her throat. She was elated and terrified. He looked to be only minutes from death.


  “Zollin!” she said, taking his hand. “Can you hear me? Zollin!”


  His eyes fluttered open and he looked at her.


  “Zollin! I can’t believe I found you.”


  She grabbed him and pulled his limp body up toward her, letting the fire that covered her body die down so she didn’t burn him. His eyes were open but she could tell he wasn’t really conscious or aware of what was happening to him. He was taller than Brianna, and even though she was strong, she wasn’t capable of lifting him, even in his emaciated state. She hooked her hands under his arms and stood up, lifting Zollin to a sitting position.


  “I’m getting you out of here, Zollin. Just hold on.”


  She pulled him. It wasn’t easy. The darkness almost made it seem as if the room were changing around her and she felt like she was working uphill, even though she knew that made no sense. It took her longer than she would have thought to pull Zollin off the dais of skulls and around the throne of bones, but eventually she got it done. Once she was out of the chamber with Gwendolyn’s throne, she moved Zollin much easier. She pulled his body down to the chamber of the pillars. The lava flows which had illuminated the chamber when Zollin had fought Offendorl there were gone, but Brianna let flames dance over her head to give them light.


  She laid Zollin out and inspected his body for wounds. There were none, but he was wheezing terribly as if he were sick. She guessed he might have fever, but she couldn’t tell for sure, the heat didn’t really register to her, since her own temperature was much higher than a normal person’s.


  “How long have you been in there?” Brianna asked.


  He just groaned.


  “It’s okay,” Brianna said, fighting the tears that were in her eyes. “I’m going to take care of you but I have to get help.”


  “Brianna,” he said weakly, his voice little more than a husky whisper.


  Hearing her name broke the dam of emotion inside her. Tears poured from her eyes and she buried her face in his chest, her shoulders shaking with such emotion.


  “I thought I lost you,” she said, over and over again.


  Finally, she pulled herself together. She knew she had to get him to the surface, but there was no way she could do that by dragging him back the way she had come. It had taken her hours to reach the hidden chamber where Zollin was trapped. What she needed was a direct route back to the surface and some help lifting Zollin’s weak and frail body.


  “I’m going to get help,” Brianna said. “I promise I’ll be right back.”


  Zollin blinked at her but didn’t speak. Brianna ran halfway down the chamber then jumped high into the air. Her body burst into white hot flame and the rock above her began to drop in thick, viscus plops down on the cavern floor. Once she reached the rock of the cavern ceiling she swam like a fish up through the molten rock overhead, creating a tunnel through the solid rock. It took nearly ten minutes to reach the surface and when she did she flew upward, like a fish jumping out of the water. She flipped several times before landing softly on the ground. She was surprised to see she had surfaced near the remains of the Torr’s circular tower.


  It only took a thought to summon the dragons. All three circled once and then landed beside her on the ground strewn with rubble. They were growling and looking at her anxiously and she smiled.


  “I found him!” she said.


  Chapter 38


  It took Brianna three more trips through the tunnel to enlarge it enough for Tig to follow her down. She also had to deal with the heaping pile of molten rock that had built up in the chamber where Zollin lay. Ferno was so anxious to help that the big dragon would have dug down into the chamber himself if he could have. Brianna had trouble getting Zollin onto Tig’s back, but eventually she managed it. Then she tied him into place with long strips of cloth from the blanket Quinn had sent with her. The small dragon wasn’t as big or strong as the other dragons and having a human on its back was a burden for the blue beast, but Tig was determined to carry Zollin back to the surface.


  Brianna waited below while Tig crawled up the slag heap under the tunnel Brianna had fashioned. There was just enough room that Tig was able to scrabble up the sides of the tunnel using its talons and tail. Brianna realized she should have angled the tunnel, but it was too late for that now. Tig had to stop occasionally, using it wings to help it stabilize since it couldn’t put any weight on its back without harming Zollin.


  Brianna watched anxiously from below for as long as she could, then she followed Tig, flipping and twirling up the tunnel. Tig clawed its way out of the narrow space just before she reached them. Zollin slipped down and would have fallen off of Tig’s back, the makeshift ropes simply not holding him securely enough, but Tig used its long blue tail to adjust the wizard’s body and kept moving.


  When they reached the surface Ferno roared so loudly, Brianna couldn’t believe that it didn’t wake Zollin. She untied him and poured a little water from her canteen into his mouth. His tongue worked and he swallowed without really coming round.


  “We have to find him food,” Brianna said.


  Sorva and Ferno both took to the air, going in opposite directions to hunt.


  “I need to find him some wine,” Brianna said to Tig. “You stay here and keep him safe.”


  Tig was tired and only too happy to be on guard duty after carrying Zollin’s body up the long tunnel.


  Brianna was tempted to go into the tower of the Torr to search for food, but she resisted. There was nothing about the tower that seemed inviting, despite the fact it was the most intact structure. She picked her way down the debris strewn streets and finally came to the ruins of an inn. She looked through the rubble and uncovered several broken bottles, but nothing of use. She kicked herself for taking too long. Then, Sorva sent her an image of a jack rabbit. Brianna decided she could wait to look for the wine and went back to Zollin.


  Sorva returned a moment later with the rabbit in one talon. The big black dragon dropped the rabbit toward Brianna as it swooped low in the air. Brianna caught the carcass and had to figure a way to skin the rabbit. She had to show Tig several times how to cut the skin with the dragon’s massive claw and not totally destroy the meat. The rabbit wasn’t plump to begin with, but Brianna salvaged several usable portions of meat. She cooked the rabbit in her hands and was reminded of the way Zollin had cooked a fish he’d caught when they were fleeing Tranaugh Shire. It seemed like a lifetime ago they had run from the wizards of the Torr, dashing through the woods, scared and exhausted. It had also been one of the most exhilarating times in her life. She had felt a connection with Zollin then, and that connection had grown into friendship, although it wasn’t an easy transition, and from friendship to love. She had experienced her share of doubts, but through it all their connection had grown into a fierce bond and Brianna determined not to let anything separate them again.


  The smell of the roasting meat roused Zollin. He was a little delirious when he woke up, unable to understand that he was actually awake and not dreaming. Occasionally he opened his eyes, but the fading daylight was too bright for him. Still, he ate the rabbit meat, in fact he was so ravenous he devoured the food and drank most of the water in Brianna’s canteen. Then he got sick and vomited the food back up.


  Ferno arrived an hour after dark with the carcass of a sheep. The green dragon had been lucky enough to find a small flock of sheep and after feasting on several of the animals, he carried one back to Brianna for Zollin. Brianna let the dragons tear off a leg for her and Zollin, then Tig ate the rest. She wanted to move Zollin to a bed and find shelter, but they didn’t have a good way to move him. Instead the dragons coiled around them and after Brianna had cooked their portion of the sheep’s meat, she fed a little bit to Zollin.


  “You have to eat slowly,” she told him, “or you’ll be sick again.”


  Zollin ate and drank a little more then he lay back against Ferno and slept. Brianna woke several times in the night as he called out in his sleep, but he seemed to be okay. The next morning when she woke up she found him staring at her.


  “You’re awake!” she said, sitting up.


  He smiled. There was color in his cheeks and his eyes were sharp.


  “I couldn’t tell if you were real or not,” he said. “I’m still not positive I’m not dreaming.”


  “You’re not,” Brianna said. “Are you hungry?”


  “Ravenous,” he said.


  Brianna had used her magic to cook the meat the night before and some had been torn into strips which she dried using intense heat, but not fire so the meat didn’t burn. It was tough, but edible.


  “Go slow,” Brianna said, handing him a strip of dried meat.


  He put the meat in his mouth, which watered hard. It took a few moments for the meat to get soft enough that he could bite off a piece and he sat sucking on the bland meat with an expression of ecstasy on his face.


  “I’m sorry I didn’t have anything to season it with,” she told him.


  “It’s the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted,” he said, and they both laughed.


  “I’ll find us a better place to rest today,” she said. “Do you think you can walk?”


  “Possibly,” he said. “I’ve been extremely dizzy whenever I try.”


  “Is there something wrong with you?” she asked. “I mean, are you hurt?”


  “No, just starved. I have no idea how long I was trapped down in the dark, but it seemed like years.”


  “It’s been a little over two weeks since the witch’s army retreated.”


  “The king’s army held them off then?”


  “No,” Brianna confessed. “It’s a long story, but in the end it must have been something you did that saved us.”


  “I think Gwendolyn was using Offendorl to control her army. I killed him,” he said sadly.


  “And you killed Gwendolyn?”


  “No. It was the demon she summoned that killed her. I barely escaped with my life. I was lucky really.”


  “Well, I want to hear all about it,” Brianna said, “but first we need a better place to rest. I’ll find us something with a feather mattress for the hero and hopefully some wine too.”


  “I won’t complain.”


  Brianna spent most of the morning searching for a place they could stay. Most of the buildings in the Grand City had been either knocked down by the earthquake caused by the giant abyss opening and closing, or were smashed by the Leffers. Finally, she found a small cottage that was still intact. Inside she found a bed and several blankets. There was also a table and utensils but no food or wine. Still, she thought it was start.


  She went back to where the dragons were watching over Zollin, who was asleep again. Brianna woke him gently.


  “I found a place to stay,” she said. “Can you stand up?”


  “I’ll try.”


  He was shaky and she had to hold him steady once he stood, but he managed to climb onto Ferno’s back. Brianna rode with him, helping to hold him secure on the green dragon’s broad back. Ferno flew slowly and it was a gentle ride. Then they climbed down and Zollin collapsed. Brianna was forced to drag him into the little house.


  There was a large tankard of water in the house, and Brianna heated it and then used a knife she found among the kitchen utensils to cut off Zollin’s clothes. She was shocked at how frail he looked. Every bone was prominently visible, and his skin seemed pulled so tightly over his skeleton that she was almost afraid to touch him. She washed him and then moved him to the bed. He was chilled, his body shaking by the time she got him onto the bed. Brianna covered him with blankets and stayed with him, while the dragons hunted for more food.


  It was nearly dark by the time Zollin woke again. Brianna had discovered some potatoes, carrots, and onions in the little pantry of the one room cottage. She built a fire in the fireplace, which was obviously only used for cooking. Brianna doubted that it ever got truly cold in Osla; even at night the temperature only seemed to drop to reasonable levels. She got water boiling, chopped up the vegetables and added some of the meat the dragons brought back, letting it all simmer to make a hearty stew.


  She woke Zollin, but he was so weak she had to feed him. He was sweating under the blankets and quilts Brianna covered him with, but still shaking from chills.


  “Can’t you heal yourself,” Brianna asked him.


  He looked at her and tears filled his eyes.


  “What’s wrong?” she asked. “You’re starting to scare me Zollin.”


  “I can’t,” he said weakly.


  “You can’t heal yourself?”


  He shook his head slightly, the effort made him dizzy and he had to close his eyes tight and wait for the vertigo to pass. Then he opened his eyes and fresh tears rolled down his cheeks.


  “Can’t work magic,” he said.


  “You’re too weak,” she said, trying not to let the surprise she felt show. She wasn’t sure why he was crying.


  “No,” he said softly. “I can’t. The magic is gone.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He took another spoonful of stew and chewed slowly before answering.


  “I used it all,” he said, “all the magic I had. I used it all to defeat the demon. I can’t…”


  He couldn’t finish his explanation. Brianna felt so sorry for him, but she didn’t know how to comfort him either. She squeezed his arm and waited while he quietly sobbed. Seeing him brought so low broke her heart. She knew he had given everything he cared about to save them from the witch’s evil, but now he was as helpless as a baby. She wasn’t sure why he was sick, and she was terrified that after everything she was going to lose him.


  He ate a little more stew, then fell asleep. Brianna sat in the dark house and tried to think of some way to help Zollin. She heard the dragons moving around the cottage as they settled in for the night. Brianna laid out a blanket beside Zollin’s bed. She laid down, but couldn’t rest. What if she woke up and he wasn’t breathing, she worried? Was it possible the demon he fought or the dark magic she saw all around him in the horrid little cavern had somehow made him sick? She thought he would surely have died if that were the case. She guessed he had been languishing in the darkness without clean water and absolutely no food for at least two weeks. If he had been wounded or infected with some strange disease wouldn’t it have killed him already?


  The night seemed to drag on and on. Brianna lay in the darkness listening to Zollin’s ragged breathing. Tears came to her eyes and then streaked down her cheeks. She didn’t try to stop them or even brush them away. She was scared, even more frightened than when she was certain that she, Mansel, Nycoll, and Quinn were moments away from being killed. She felt like she would rather face death a hundred times than see Zollin slowly waste away.


  It was only an hour before dawn when she finally nodded off. Her sleep was troubled, and as the sun came up she suddenly sat straight up, her body rigid.


  “Is it possible?” she said out loud.


  Zollin stirred but didn’t wake up.


  “Stay with me Zollin,” she said, taking his hand and squeezing it. “I’ve got an idea, don’t you give up on me.”


  Then she dashed out of the cottage and into the light of a new day. At first it seemed too simple. She had trouble believing her idea had any merit, but after spending another hour searching, she had finally found some wine. It was in a storeroom that had been nearly destroyed, but there were a few bottles of the dark, red liquid still intact. She snatched up as much as she could carry, three bottles in all, and ran back to the cottage. Inside Zollin was mumbling incoherently in his sleep.


  Brianna uncorked one of the bottles and filled a little cup halfway with the wine. She sniffed it and was happy that it smelled strong. She took a sip and let the liquid’s fruity taste and strong potency mix in her mouth before burning down her throat. It was stronger than Brianna cared for, which she found a little odd, since she was dragon kind and impervious to fire. Yet the wine still burned its way down into her empty stomach and she felt the warmth spread through her.


  She took the wine to Zollin and propped him up with one arm.


  “What… is… it,” he said, his voice slurring, his eyes still shut.


  “Wake up, Zollin and drink this,” Brianna said loudly. “Do you hear me? Wake up.”


  His eyes fluttered open and she lifted the cup to his lips. He swallowed and the wine flowed down into his stomach. Zollin was still unsure of what was happening to him. He felt absolutely terrible. His body ached and he was hot and cold at the same time. All he wanted to do was sleep and surrender to the sweet nothingness of unconsciousness. But the wine had an immediate effect. He felt the wave of warmth as the wine ran down into his stomach, then the warmth spread through his body, down his legs, out his arms and up, through his chest and neck.


  Brianna gave him another sip. It took a while to help him finish the small cup of wine, but when he did, he lay back and rested quietly. Brianna breathed a sigh of relief and slumped against the wall. Too afraid that if she celebrated he would take a turn for the worse.


  She wasn’t a practiced cook, but she could make simple dishes. In Tranaugh Shire, her sisters usually did the cooking, but Brianna remembered how to make a simple loaf of bread. It wasn’t yeast bread, and Brianna didn’t have the time or the ingredients to make anything more than a simple, dense loaf of thick crusted bread. Still, she made it and cut Zollin a slice. She dipped it in the wine and fed it to him. She gave him more wine throughout the day and by evening he was able to stay awake and listen while Brianna told him her story.


  He asked the occasional question. He seemed most interested in his father and Mansel, but he also asked about King Wilam, and King Zorlan. Brianna was happy to talk as she did small jobs around the cottage. And after another cup of wine, they both slept through the night.


  The next morning Zollin felt stronger. The chills were gone and he could sit up in the bed. Brianna sat beside him when she wasn’t preparing food of some sort. He could hold the cup of wine and he drank often. With every sip he felt stronger and on the fourth day, he noticed something deep in his chest. It surprised him at first, but then his eyes opened wide in surprise.


  “What is it?” Brianna asked.


  He looked at her and held up his hand.


  “Flame,” he said quietly, and a small tongue of fire appeared.


  


  Epilogue


  It took a week before Zollin was well enough to travel. Each day his magic grew, although his power was only a fraction of what it had been before his battle with the demon. He and Brianna took a day to scavenge through the ruins of the Grand City looking for supplies before flying north with the dragons.


  Brianna was happier than she could ever remember being. She felt there was finally hope for a good future. They collected vegetables mostly, and packed them into a large sack along with blankets and a change of clothes. Then, with the sun just starting to peak over the eastern horizon, they mounted the dragons, Zollin on Ferno, and Brianna on Sorva. Tig was the first in the air, carrying their pack in one talon; the blue dragon swooped and did long lazy loops while Zollin and Brianna watched from the ground. Then Brianna and Sorva took to the sky. Zollin watched them go, marvelling at the sight of Brianna and the black dragon. Sorva wasn’t as big as Ferno, but they were both muscular beasts with a fierce demeanor and a deep sense of loyalty.


  Zollin and Ferno were the last to leave the Grand City. Ferno circled once and Zollin looked down at the ruins and tried not to let his guilt over the destruction far below, throw him into a fit of depression. He still couldn’t help but wonder how different things might have been if he’d just gone with Branock and the other wizards from the Torr that fateful day in Tranaugh Shire. He had been planning to leave home anyway, and perhaps the Five Kingdoms would still be intact if he had. Of course, he wouldn’t be with Brianna if he’d left the village. He tried his best to tell himself things were the way they were meant to be and that it was Offendorl’s greed for magical power and Gwendolyn’s quest to subjugate the entire realm that brought about the disastrous events of the past year. Still, despite his best efforts, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of regret.


  They flew all through the day, stopping whenever they felt like it. The abandoned villages were like an open wound to Zollin, and they made Brianna nervous, so they stuck to the open plains and made their camps beside clear running streams. The dragons found food easily enough. It seemed that despite the absence of human inhabitants, or perhaps because of it, the wildlife had returned to Osla and Falxis in full force. A week into their journey they began to see the mutated remnants of Gwendolyn’s army. Some were steadily moving south, and others were taking up residence in abandoned homes. They saw small groups of two or three of the wretched creatures. Many looked frightened, pointing up the dragons and sometimes taking cover. Of course Zollin and Brianna kept moving north. In time, they decided, these new inhabitants would have to be met and the threat they posed ascertained, but that could wait.


  Zollin was anxious to see if things had changed in the Walheta Mountain range. He feared the mutated fighters would realize their superior numbers and strength and turn to the north again to continue the war for their own purposes.


  They took a leisurely pace, so it was almost three weeks before they saw the rolling foothills of the mountains. For Zollin, it was a bittersweet sight. What lay ahead would define whether his sacrifice had been worth it. They flew over Walheta’s Gate and found what was once a village was now little more than blackened grass and charred stones. The feasting hall was completely gone, and only the stone foundation remained.


  They pushed on toward Green Glenn and Brianna fought demons of her own, mostly guilt over the way she’d left things with King Wilam. She regretted that their final parting had been so angry and that she’d left him sick and dying without a kind word. The pain of losing Selix and Gyia was still hard for Brianna to bear, but Wilam’s loss was painful too. The village had grown and it appeared that many of the refugees who had come back to the wide valley, after the witch’s army gave up the fight, had decided to stay. There were new buildings being constructed and children played in the wide open fields.


  “We better see if we can purchase more supplies,” Brianna said.


  Zollin nodded and the dragons flew down into the valley, although they were half a mile from the village proper. Zollin and Brianna walked together toward the village. They had begun to enjoy long walks in the evening, stretching their legs and exercising a little while the dragons hunted.


  “Are you nervous?” Brianna asked.


  “No, should I be?”


  “I don’t know,” Brianna said. “I think you’re a hero. They may build a statue of you here to commemorate what you did for them.”


  “As far as they know, I didn’t do anything for them,” Zollin said. “And I think its better if we keep it that way. We don’t need extra attention.”


  As it turned out, Brianna was the hero in Green Glenn. The people begged her to call the dragons to the village. Tig came, but Ferno and Sorva stayed away, preferring to hunt in the high mountains instead. Tig stayed in the village, the children were in awe and the towns folk brought gifts of food to the blue dragon.


  Brianna was toasted in the inn, and no one would let them pay for anything they needed, from their room for the night at the inn, to the supplies they acquired the next morning. They left to the cheers of the townsfolk, with enough meager supplies to see them through the mountains. The people of Green Glenn didn’t have much, but they shared it happily with Brianna. Zollin stayed quiet and didn’t let her share his story.


  It took a week to cross the Walheta Mountains and travel around the Rejee Desert. The villages looked normal and Zollin breathed a sigh of relief. They stopped at one village and were rudely welcomed. Apparently the King’s army and the large group of refugees had taken more of the resources than the townspeople thought fair. Zollin was pleased to meet people who hadn’t felt the threat of Gwendolyn’s evil. Part of him wanted to tell the oblivious townsfolk that south of the Walheta mountains every village was abandoned or destroyed, but the other part of him was happy that life in Yelsia would go on as it always had.


  They took their time traveling through Yelsia. It was a stark change from Falxis and Osla, where the landscape was barren and they could stop wherever they liked. In Yelsia, the country seemed full of people. There were farms and villages, travellers stopped and pointed up at the dragons. They were forced to be selective about where the dragons landed and hunted. Zollin and Brianna preferred to camp in lonely places and not just because of the dragons. Neither wanted to deal with questions or people begging to hear their stories. They shopped for supplies in disguise and usually one at a time.


  When they were finally close to Orrock, they were hesitant to complete their journey. Zollin was reminded of their time in the Northern Highlands hunting the ferocious black dragon, Bartoom. That trip had been tinged with fear the same as their homecoming was, but there had been a sweetness to it as well; a sweetness formed from the two of them being together with no other demands on their time or attention.


  “You know things will be different when we get back,” Zollin said, as he kicked dirt on the coals from their fire. They were less than a day’s ride to Orrock and just far enough away to have some privacy.


  “Yes,” Brianna said, “I know. More for me than for you.”


  “Are you ready to see your parents?”


  “My father,” Brianna admitted. “Even though I know he’ll be disappointed. He had been so enamored by the idea of his little girl being the queen of Yelsia.”


  “You would have been a great Queen,” Zollin said, hoping his face didn’t betray the pain he still felt over the whole incident. “But you’re mine now, and I won’t give you up, not without a fight.”


  “If it were up to me,” Brianna said, “I would go back to the Great Valley, perhaps somewhere near Brighton’s Gate.” She smiled. “I just want to be with you, Zollin. I want to build a life together, to enjoy the company of dragons and dwarves, and leave all this fighting for kingdoms far behind.”


  “Me too. I think we’ll get there, in due time. But first, I want to marry you.”


  “I want to marry you, too.”


  “And I want your father to give you away.”


  “He would like that.”


  “And I want my father and Mansel to stand with me when I take my vows.”


  “So what are we waiting for?”


  Zollin smiled and soon they were flying over Orrock. The city streets were full of people and more came thronging out as Ferno and Sorva circled down toward the castle. Tig, who had been in high spirits the entire trip, refused to go near the city. Instead the blue dragon flew north, preferring isolation to the painful memories of what had happened to Selix and Gyia, which had begun with King Felix in Orrock.


  Ferno landed on the high castle tower and roared at the crowd flocking toward the castle. Zollin climbed down, his magic still not strong enough to levitate him. He had eaten well during their trip and exercised, but he was still painfully thin and he moved carefully, since sudden movements often led him to bouts of clumsiness that jarred his bones. Brianna jumped from Sorva’s back and landed lightly on the castle roof. Ferno took to the air once Zollin was safely on the tower proper and the two dragons circled the city.


  “What do we do now?” Zollin asked. “Should we knock?”


  “I imagine our arrival has been noticed,” Brianna said.


  She was shivering slightly. The cold winter was in full swing in Yelsia and the tower roof was covered in snow. The trap door that led down into the castle was flung open and the king’s guard came out, their weapons were sheathed, but close to hand. Then General Hausey appeared. His hair was more gray, and there were more lines on his forehead and around his eyes, but he seemed genuinely happy to see them.


  “Zollin, Brianna,” he said happily. “I’m so glad to see you both well.”


  “We’re glad to be here,” Zollin said.


  “Please come inside, let us warm ourselves by a fire. I’ll have mulled wine and meat brought up. Come, come.”


  They went down the narrow flight of steps, following General Hausey and followed in turn by a squad of guards. Hausey led them to the same suite of rooms they had stayed in after Zollin had defeated the Torr wizard Branock and saved King Felix from the poison that his son, Simmeron, had been slowly killing him with. The room looked exactly the same to Zollin. The fire was bright and there were thickly padded chairs waiting by the fireplace.


  “Please,” Hausey said, waving at the chairs, “you must be tired. Sit here, warm yourselves. I’ve sent for your families.”


  “My family is still here?” Brianna asked.


  “Of course, they’ve moved into a villa King Felix commissioned for your father. He has a tailor’s shop and your sisters have been regular members at court.”


  Brianna nodded but didn’t speak. She felt no animosity toward her sisters, even though she was sure her mother was pushing them to find noble husbands.


  “And Quinn?” Zollin asked.


  “He got here not long after we did,” General Hausey said. “Mansel and Nycoll too. They’ve been staying at one of the inns nearby. Listen, before they get here, I should tell you that things are in a bit of an uproar here.”


  “What do you mean?” Brianna asked.


  “Well, as you know, King Wilam died and until a few days ago no one had heard from Prince Simmeron since you… well…”


  “Since we ruined his plans to become king by killing his father?” Zollin said.


  General Hausey smiled.


  “He is lobbying to become king now that his father and older brother are dead.”


  “He’s a treacherous man,” Zollin said. “I wouldn’t make him king.”


  “And that is the very point I wish to make. Everyone here knows that you, the wizard of Yelsia, saved us. I’ve made sure that fact was known once I got word from your father that there was a chance you might still live.”


  “Why?” Zollin said. “You didn’t need to do that.”


  “But I did, actually,” Hausey said. “I agree with your assessment of Prince Simmeron, but I am just a general in the king’s army. Who am I to say who should and shouldn’t be king.”


  “What are you driving at?” Zollin asked.


  “I think you should assume the crown,” Hausey blurted. “No one would deny you, not even Simmeron. He’s afraid of you and he knows his plans would fall apart if you opposed him. You have Brianna, who many people already consider to be our queen. All you would have to do is state your intentions. The army would support you, I can see to that and I know the loyal citizens of Yelsia would welcome you with open arms.”


  “No!” Zollin said. “Of course, not. I can’t be king. I don’t want to be king. Someone else should do it.”


  “Someone like Prince Simmeron?” General Hausey pleaded. “I know that this Kingdom has no right to ask any more of you, Zollin, but if you don’t do this I don’t think we can stop Simmeron from taking his father’s throne. And if that happens, there may not be a safe place for you here in Yelsia, certainly not in Orrock.”


  “I’m not afraid of Prince Simmeron,” Zollin said.


  “No, but he’s afraid of you. He wouldn’t move against you at first, and certainly not openly, but once your fame has died down, and it will, he’ll see to it. He’ll send you on an important mission far from Yelsia and then when the people don’t love you anymore, he’ll strike.”


  “That’s no reason to fight for the crown,” Zollin said. “I’m not old enough to be a king. I would be terrible at it.”


  “No, you would have advisors and ministers helping you with everything. Please, Zollin, you must consider it.”


  Zollin looked at Brianna whose held all that he himself felt. They were both torn by a sense of duty and a deep desire to have a quiet life together with no distractions. Zollin was just about to ask Brianna what she was thinking when the door burst open.


  “My daughter!” wailed Brianna’s mother, dramatically.


  Zollin and General Hausey stood up while Brianna’s family rushed into the room. Brianna’s mother threw her arms around Brianna’s neck and Zollin could see that Brianna sat stiffly in her chair. Once her mother finally let go of Brianna she stood up and hugged her father. Brianna’s sisters were staring at Zollin with unhidden admiration.


  “It’s good to see you,” said Brianna’s father, as he shook Zollin’s hand.


  “And you, sir,” Zollin said.


  “The heroes of the Five Kingdoms,” Brianna’s mother said loudly, her pride obviously stemming from what it would mean to the social standing of her family.


  “Hello Zollin,” said a familiar voice.


  Zollin spun around and found himself in his father’s arms. Zollin was taller than his father, and both of them were thin with strong, wiry muscles, but Zollin was much thinner than the last time Quinn had seen his son.


  “Let me look at you,” he said, holding Zollin back at arm’s length. “You look like half the man I remember,”


  “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for Brianna. I was trapped underground and she found me. I was nearly starved to death, but she nursed me back to health.”


  “Brianna,” Quinn said, his voice thick with emotion. “I can never repay you for what you’ve done for this old man.”


  “Nor I you,” Brianna said. “Your friendship and love is all I want.”


  “You have it,” Quinn said, nodding to Brianna’s father.


  “You look more like the boy I knew in Tranaugh Shire..” Mansel said loudly from the doorway.


  The big warrior was leaning against the door frame with a huge smile on his face. Nycoll was beside him, her hands linked together around his arm and her piercing eyes taking in the scene.


  “…than a great wizard and hero of the Five Kingdoms,” Mansel continued. “It’s good to see you, Zollin.”


  “And you, Mansel, come join us,” Zollin said. “It’s good to see you as well Nycoll. I’m glad you are here.”


  Nycoll nodded at Zollin but didn’t speak.


  “I think this reunion calls for a drink!” Mansel said loudly and suddenly there were servants with trays full of tall mugs brimming with ale. Some had bottles of wine and trays of crystal goblets. And finally food was brought in.


  The group spent the next hour listening to Zollin’s tale. He was solemn telling it and when he was finished he sat back in one of the padded chairs exhausted. The servants had stayed in the room, during the telling and soon the story was being told all around the city. Zollin and Brianna were given rooms in the castle, and the next day they were summoned to the King’s suite of rooms. Zollin remembered those rooms well, as did Brianna.


  Simmeron was waiting for them with a small contingent of the Royal Guard. He sat in a large throne-like chair, his hair disheveled and his clothes wrinkled. It was obvious he hadn’t slept. There was a long pause while Prince Simmeron waited for Zollin and Brianna to bow, but neither did.


  “I wanted to welcome you home,” Simmeron said. “The Wizard of Yelsia should have a place here, in the castle. I hope you have found your rooms to be quite comfortable.”


  “I am the wizard of the Five Kingdoms,” Zollin said slowly, “not only of Yelsia.”


  “Of course, of course,” Simmeron said. “Forgive me, I was merely speaking in general terms.”


  “What is it you desire of me, Prince Simmeron?”


  “I was hoping I might learn your plans,” he said.


  “Plans for what?”


  “For the future. As lord of this castle, it is within my rights to know what my subjects are planning. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “No,” Zollin said.


  Brianna took Zollin’s arm, it was a calming gesture.


  “You lost the right to rule or call anyone in this kingdom your subject when you poisoned your father and tried to usurp your brother’s place as king.”


  “That was a mistake,” Prince Simmeron said. “I had no idea that fool of a healer was poisoning my father.”


  “Don’t lie to me,” Zollin said. “I saw what you were doing. There was no mistake about it. Your father agreed with me, which is why he banished you.”


  “No,” Simmeron said. “I was ill. He sent me to a place where I could rest and recover.”


  Zollin laughed so hard that even Simmeron laughed a little with him.


  “It’s true,” Simmeron said. “Now, please, how can Yelsia reward you for all you’ve done.”


  “We are going to be married,” Brianna said. “It will be a public celebration.”


  “Married!” Simmeron said, trying to sound surprised but failing. “Well, I had hoped that-“


  Zollin cut him off.


  “The ceremony will be tomorrow,” Zollin said. “Followed by an announcement about the future of Yelsia. I would be there if I were you.”


  “What announcement?” Simmeron said, pretending to laugh. “Surely, as the sovereign Prince of Yelsia it would behoove me to know of any news that affects the kingdom.


  “Tomorrow,” Zollin said.


  Then he turned and lead Brianna out of the room. They walked quietly down the corridor and back to their rooms on the second floor of the castle.


  “Do you think we’re doing the right thing?” Brianna said.


  “Yes,” Zollin said. “I don’t see that we have much of a choice.”


  “Prince Simmeron isn’t going to like it.”


  “I don’t care,” Zollin said, “but we better watch our backs between now and tomorrow afternoon.”


  There was a knock at the door.


  “That will be my father,” Brianna said. “He has my wedding gown.”


  Zollin opened the door and stepped aside.


  “It’s bad luck for the groom to see the wedding dress before the ceremony,” said Brianna’s father.


  “I was just leaving,” Zollin said.


  “Be careful,” Brianna said.


  “You too,” Zollin told her as he left the room.


  He went downstairs and left the castle. It was easy to disguise his identity with a long cloak and by pulling the hood down low over his face. He got the occasional odd look, but for the most part he was ignored once he got far enough away from the castle. He went straight to the inn where his father and Mansel were staying. It was a small establishment, and Zollin liked that it was quiet. The sun was out, casting a weak, winter light across Yelsia, and there were heavy clouds to the north slowly moving toward Orrock. Inside the Inn’s common room, the light was low with only a few lamps and the fire in the hearth holding back the gloom. Zollin walked over to where his father sat with Mansel and Nycoll.


  “I have news,” he said.


  “Tell us,” Mansel said, pouring Zollin a mug of ale from a pitcher.


  Zollin glanced around, they were the only people in the common room.


  “There’s no one else here,” Quinn said. “The inn keeper stepped out.”


  “And left me in charge of the ale,” Mansel said a little louder than he needed too.


  Nycoll gave him a stern look.


  “As you might have guessed, all is not well,” Zollin said.


  “Yes, I thought so,” Quinn said. “Simmeron arrived about a week ago and things have been tense.”


  “He wants the crown,” Zollin said, taking a sip of the ale, which was better than he expected. “That’s good.”


  “Best ale in Orrock,” said Mansel. “Trust me, I’ve tried it all.”


  He ignored another scathing look from Nycoll.


  “Well you should go easy,” Zollin said. “You might be in danger.”


  “What are you on about?” Mansel said. “The war is over.”


  “But Simmeron wants to be king and he thinks Zollin is in his way,” Quinn said in a low voice.


  “Is that true?” Nycoll asked.


  Zollin nodded. “General Hausey wants me to take the crown.”


  “King Zollin,” Mansel said.


  “Keep your voice down,” Quinn said.


  “What are you going to do?” Nycoll asked, the concern for Zollin clear in her voice.


  “I’m not sure there’s much we can do,” Zollin confessed. “Simmeron isn’t a fit ruler.”


  “He was poisoning his father,” Quinn explained.


  “But we put a stop to that,” Mansel said, draining his mug of ale and then looking at Nycoll. “Don’t worry, that’s my last one. I’ve learned my lesson.”


  “So, you think Simmeron might send men to harm us?” Quinn asked.


  “He won’t strike at me directly, at least Hausey doesn’t think so and I agree with him. He’s already testing the waters though. He summoned Brianna and I to his quarters. He’s already ensconced in the Royal Chambers.”


  “So what are you going to do?” Quinn asked.


  “Well, that is the other reason I’m here. Brianna and I have discussed things and we feel it is high time we got married.”


  “Oh!” Nycoll said.


  “Congratulations!” Mansel said.


  “Sometimes things work out just the way they should,” Quinn agreed. “When is the big day?”


  “Tomorrow,” Zollin said.


  “Tomorrow? Are you daft?” Quinn said in surprise. “Don’t you need time to plan something?”


  “General Hausey wants us to make a big appearance. He’s planned a parade in the city and then a feast for all of Orrock. It seems like the perfect opportunity. And I would like the two of you to stand with me.”


  “Of course,” Mansel said.


  “It would be an honor,” Quinn said.


  “It’s settled then,” Zollin said, then he turned to Nycoll. “Can you get them dressed in their best clothes and have them at the castle in the morning?”


  Nycoll nodded.


  “Good then, I’ve got to go. I still have a few loose ends to tie up.”


  “Wait,” Quinn said, “what are you going to do about Simmeron?”


  “I haven’t decided for certain,” Zollin said. “Whatever happens, it will have to happen tomorrow. It’s the perfect time to announce who will be coronated as the new king.”


  “You better watch your back,” Quinn said.


  “I will, you three do the same.”


  Zollin left the inn and wandered into a livery stable, where he rented a horse for the day. Then he rode out through the city’s main gate and through the sprawling slums that surrounded the city. Zollin was amazed at how quickly the mud huts and makeshift hovels had been rebuilt.


  The wind was cold and Zollin pulled his cloak tightly around his shoulders as he rode. He went out past the crowds that loitered around the city and made his way up the hill that he and Mansel had used to spy on Orrock when Brianna was a prisoner in the city.


  On the far side of the hill he called out to Ferno. His magic was still weak, but he could feed magic into the effort of communicating with the dragon and soon a mental image of Ferno with Tig and Sorva entered his mind. It only took a few more minutes for the dragons to arrive. They flew in low to the ground, trying to let the terrain hide them.


  Zollin filled the dragons in on the plans that he and Brianna had made. The dragons didn’t understand marriage or romantic love, but they understood the part they were to play in the festivities the next day.


  Then Zollin rode back to the castle. By the time he arrived the sun was down and the kitchen staff was already serving dinner to the castle’s guests. He found Brianna and sat down to eat with her. Brianna’s family were crowded around them. Her mother did her best to ignore Zollin, but her father and sisters were cordial. It was clear none of them trusted Zollin and he understood that. Brianna’s sisters had told him what had happened in their village when Zollin had fled with Quinn and Brianna. Todrek wasn’t the only person killed that day, and Zollin knew the entire village blamed him. Zollin even blamed himself and had to work to keep from falling into a depression over the tragedy that had befallen Tranaugh Shire.


  After dinner they went back to their own quarters. Zollin had been given a smaller suite of rooms on the second floor, which suited him just fine. He didn’t feel slighted in the least. He knew that Simmeron was in the Royal suite and that General Hausey was using the rooms Zollin had once shared with Brianna on the third floor.


  Normally Zollin and Brianna would have spent the evening together, but Brianna was with her family, both because they wanted to spend time with her and so she could keep them safe. Zollin didn’t mind the solitude, in fact he welcomed it. He sat near the fireplace, staring into the flames late into the night. He wrestled with the decision to accept or reject the kingship and tried his best to think of all possible outcomes. An hour after midnight Hausey came quietly into Zollin’s room.


  “Have you made a decision?” he asked.


  “We’ll have the coronation tomorrow,” Zollin asked, noticing the relieved look on General Hausey’s face. “Right after the wedding.”


  “I couldn’t have planned it any better,” the General said. “Well, I should let you rest. After tomorrow things can settle down around here.”


  “I hope so,” Zollin said.


  After a few hours of restless sleep he got up and got dressed. The citywide celebration would start soon and after the parade General Hausey had planned, Brianna would be wed on a newly built platform by the city’s main gate. It was a tense morning. Zollin took his time bathing and shaving, before putting on the richly appointed clothing that one of the castle stewards had found for him.


  There was a knock at his door and when he opened it he found his father and Mansel standing outside.


  “We’re ready,” Mansel said.


  “You don’t look hung over at all,” Zollin said with a smile.


  “I’m a man of my word,” Mansel said in mock humility. “If I say I’m not going to have another drink-“


  Quinn cut him off, “Then he only has four more.”


  They all laughed and then went out to the castle courtyard together. They found two large stallions being held for Quinn and Mansel. Zollin didn’t bother to ask about Nycoll, he knew she wouldn’t want any part of the fanfare they were about to experience. In fact, he doubted she would even brave the crowds to attend the wedding, but Zollin didn’t mind. The soldiers, officers mostly, all from noble families and robed in their finest clothes and polished armor, stood waiting by their horses in a long row. General Hausey hurried up and nodded at Quinn and Mansel.


  “Are the dragon’s coming?” Hausey asked.


  “Yes, the’ll be here any minute” Zollin reassured him.


  “Good, you better get up to the tower then.”


  Zollin’s trek through the castle would be the last time he was alone that day. He moved with purpose, but he wasn’t hurried. He wrapped his thoughts around him like a cloak, questioning again if what he was doing was the right thing. He climbed the steps up to the southern lookout tower. Across the city he could see people celebrating in the streets. The noise from the crowds floated up to him and he leaned on the stone parapet resisting the urge to look over and see if Brianna was on the opposite tower.


  Then came the familiar sound of dragon wings flapping over his head and Zollin looked up. He was forced to stand against the wall to let Ferno land, since his magic wasn’t strong enough to levitate himself up onto the green dragon’s massive back. He had to climb up Ferno’s leg, and Zollin ignored the look the dragon gave him. Ferno had behaved as if Zollin were made of glass, as if he would break unless he was treated with extreme care. Zollin guessed he should be grateful, but he didn’t like feeling powerless. His magic was returning so slowly that Zollin could barely notice a difference from day to day. He had to shrug off a strong sense of melancholy as he scrambled up onto Ferno’s back.


  “Alright,” he said. “I’m ready.”


  Ferno roared and jumped from the castle tower. They swooped down before climbing higher. Ferno sent mental images of Zollin’s father and Mansel as they rode at the rear of the parade. Mansel was waving as people pointed and shouted his name. They wanted to see Death’s Eye, but Mansel kept the sword sheathed. Quinn was more stoic, he had never been one for public demonstrations. He preferred to get things done behind the scenes and Zollin wondered if he felt reluctant to celebrate with the crowds of people due to the fact that if Mansel hadn’t saved him Quinn wouldn’t have survived the battle.


  Then Brianna came into view. Zollin knew it would be impossible not to see her, and in fact the parade was practically their wedding processional, but he wasn’t prepared for how stunningly beautiful she looked. Brianna was both fierce and feminine. She looked like a legendary warrior sitting on Sorva, whose black scales glistened in the bright, morning sunshine. Brianna wore a long, ivory colored gown. Her hair was pinned up with golden combs and the smile on her face showed both joy and excitement.


  Ferno spiraled down slowly, landing gently in the courtyard not far from Sorva. The black dragon growled and Ferno answered. Ferno had thick back legs and muscular but much shorter forelegs. Walking through the city streets would be much more difficult for the green dragon, but Ferno insisted on carrying Zollin.


  The crowd erupted when Zollin and Brianna came through the large gate of the castle. They wanted to ride side by side, but there simply wasn’t enough room. Ferno alone was nearly too big to pass through the streets which were lined with people on both sides. Zollin went first, nodding and waving to the crowd. There were shouts of King Zollin and long live the Wizard King. Zollin pretended not to hear them.


  The parade wound through the streets of Orrock and eventually ended up at the newly built massive gates. The people along the route had fallen in behind Sorva, so that a huge crowd followed the procession. The soldiers, including General Hausey and Tollis, had taken a position to either side of a large platform that had been built just outside the massive new gate. They sat on their horses, with gleaming armor and brightly colored uniforms.


  When Ferno reached the platform Zollin climbed down and stood at the foot of the wooden stairway that led up onto the stage. He glanced over and saw the priest in elaborate robes waiting beside a marble pillar where a golden crown was nestled on a velvet pillow. Zollin turned and saw Brianna hopping down from Sorva’s back. She was careful not to snag the delicate gown her father had made for her. Zollin saw Brianna’s parents standing nearby.


  “There’s still time to escape,” Mansel said quietly as he and Quinn moved up behind Zollin.


  “From Brianna or this crazy mob?” Zollin asked.


  “What are you whispering about?” Brianna said as she walked slowly toward Zollin.


  “Nothing,” Zollin said. “You look beautiful.”


  “You don’t look half bad yourself,” Brianna said. “I’m glad you opted against a purple robe and tall pointy hat.”


  Mansel chortled as he tried to hold back his laughter.


  Zollin was dressed simply, with wool pants and tall leather boots. His only real finery was a short cloak that draped across his back and over his right shoulder. They watched as Sorva and Ferno took to the air. Both dragons flew up and then circled slowly over the wooden platform.


  Zollin gave Brianna his arm, and they walked up the wide steps together. The roar from the crowd was thunderous. They all pushed forward and gathered around the stage. There were so many people that they filled the wide space around the gate and spilled out into the broad avenue that led out of the city.


  The priest raised both hands and waited for the crowd to quiet down before beginning the ceremony. The marriage was simple and only lasted a few minutes. When Zollin turned and kissed Brianna, sealing their vows and bringing the ceremony to a close, the crowd cheered again. Then the priest picked up the golden crown and handed it to Brianna. She looked at Zollin and he nodded.


  The crowd hushed as Zollin raised his hands and called for quiet. The priest was an experienced orator and was used to speaking in a loud voice to large crowds. Zollin’s nerves threatened to make his voice shaky and weak, so he let his magic amplify his voice.


  “People of Yelsia,” he began. “I am honored by your support. I want to thank you for celebrating with Brianna and I today.”


  The crowd cheered again and Zollin waited for them to quiet down.


  “This crown represents the hope of our kingdom. Yelsia needs a leader who can reforge the bonds of brotherhood we share with Baskla and help rebuild the lost kingdoms of Falxis, Ortis, and Osla. Many of us have lost people we care about, friends, brothers, sons; all of them giving their lives so that we could live. We must honor their sacrifice. We must strive to make the future better than the past. And to do so, we need a king that is honorable, loyal, and worthy of our trust.”


  The crowd began to chant Zollin’s name.


  “I am not that man,” Zollin said.


  The crowd roared in disapproval, but Zollin’s magic amplified his voice so he could be heard over the noise of the raucous crowd.


  “But there is one here with the strength and honor to be our king. One who has shown his willingness to serve the people of Yelsia.”


  Brianna gave Zollin the crown and he walked down the wide steps. Prince Simmeron had a look of elation on his face as Zollin approached him. He dropped to one knee and waited for the crown to be settled on his head, but Zollin walked past him and stopped in front of General Hausey.


  “What are you doing?” the aging commander asked in surprise.


  “Entrusting you with our future,” Zollin said simply.


  “But I cannot,” Hausey said. “Who am I to be a king?”


  Zollin amplified his voice again, so the crowd could hear what he said.


  “You are the commander of the king’s army, the man who led his troops boldly into the path of the enemy to protect our kingdom. Your humility and strength are what we need now, not magic, not pedigree.”


  Zollin raised the crown and placed it on Hausey’s head.


  “Long live king Hausey!” Zollin shouted.


  The crowd roared in approval. Zollin then dropped to one knee, but glanced over to where Simmeron was fuming. The pale prince’s face was red and there was murder in his eyes. Zollin knew the prince was dangerous, but he wasn’t planning to wait around to see what the disappointed prince might do.


  The crowd joined Zollin in kneeling and Hausey stood in shock. Then, Zollin stood up and nodded to Brianna. She stepped to the edge of the stage and vaulted forward, flipping in the air, the train of her dress fluttering in the wind as she twirled. Then Sorva swooped down and Brianna landed lightly on the black dragon’s back, her ivory dress standing out in contrast to the glossy, black scales. Zollin glanced at Brianna’s family. Her father looked content, but her mother was as outraged as Prince Simmeron.


  As Zollin backed up, the Royal Guard formed up around King Hausey, who still looked shocked.


  “He doesn’t know what hit him,” Mansel said gleefully.


  “That was very nicely done,” Quinn added.


  “You’re all coming north, right?” Zollin asked, with the crowd no longer paying him hardly any attention.


  “We’ll head out first thing tomorrow,” Quinn said.


  “Good,” Zollin said, sounding relieved. “Tell the king I’m sorry I couldn’t stay.”


  “I’m sure he’ll understand,” Mansel said, slapping Zollin on the back. “You better not keep your bride waiting.”


  Zollin hugged Mansel. Then he looked at his father.


  “I don’t know if I ever thanked you for coming with me,” he said.


  “Well following you is a little more accurate.”


  “No, I don’t mean now, I mean last year. You could have let me go alone. You could have sent me with the wizards from the Torr.”


  “When you have a son,” Quinn said with a smile, “you’ll understand why I couldn’t.”


  “Well, I don’t know what I would have done without you, dad. I love you. Thanks so much for everything.”


  “I am so proud of you, Zollin. I know your mother would be too. Take care of your wife and don’t worry about us. I’ll see that Mansel doesn’t get lost on the trip north.”


  Zollin hugged his father, and then he made his way through the crowd toward the gate. The people around him reached out and touched him, but most were cheering for their new king and didn’t try to stop him. He went into the massive, stone tower that flanked the gate. Inside was a spiral staircase and the walls were lined with tall, thin slots where arrows could be fired out at invaders. Zollin went up to the top of the wall where Ferno had quietly landed. There were soldiers on the wall, but they had made space for the huge, green dragon. Zollin climbed onto the dragon’s back and together they flew up into the air.


  Zollin looked down, the city was celebrating. There were kegs of ale already being tapped and the aroma of roasting meat made Zollin’s stomach growl. Sorva and Ferno were joined by Tig. The three dragons and their riders circled the city and then turned north toward the Highlands.


  Brianna jumped from Sorva’s back, twisting and flipping through the air before landing on Ferno just behind Zollin. She wrapped her arms around him and snuggled close. Zollin could feel Brianna’s body heat and he put his hands on top of hers.


  “It went well,” she said.


  “Yes, better than I expected.”


  “Everyone is thrilled that Simmeron won’t be king,”’ Brianna said.


  “Not more thrilled than I am that I won’t be king,” Zollin said. “I just want to be with you. I want a quiet place where we can be happy.”


  “I can be happy any place as long as I’m with you.”


  Zollin sighed in contentment. He could see the Northern Highlands although they were just a blue smudge in the distance. He felt a growing sense of excitement. He was finally doing what he wanted to do. There were no more demands on his time, no more responsibilities that pulled him in different directions. He leaned back into Brianna, smiling and excited about the future, completely oblivious to the chaos that awaited him.
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  Lorik Chapter 1


  Blood dripped from his knuckle. It wasn’t his blood, but he didn’t bother to wipe it away. It was hard to miss, and the patrons in the busy tavern took notice. He wore dark woolen pants with tall, rugged boots that were covered with mud. His shirt was sweat-stained, but that was not uncommon in the marshlands. He had close-cropped hair, and his face was covered with stubble that wasn’t quite a beard. Around his waist was a leather belt that was slung low, and on each hip hung a knife with knuckle guards that arched up and down over his fingers. The weapons were made to be held backward, so that the blade pointed down, and the stranger obviously used them frequently.


  Lorik was alone in a corner of the tavern and watched silently as the stranger made his way toward the bar. He wasn’t surprised to see a man like the stranger in Hassell Point, which was full of pirates and outlaws. The only thing that made the man different was the state of his clothes, which Lorik recognized immediately as riding gear. From the mud on the stranger’s clothes, Lorik determined that he had passed through the marshes, no mean feat for an outsider.


  The stranger ordered a drink at the bar. There was wine and mead available at the tavern, but most of the patrons ordered the strong rice liquor that was a speciality in the Marshlands. The pirates who frequented Hassell Point sometimes traded their rum for the spirit the locals called saka, but it was an acquired taste that most visitors to the area didn’t care for. The locals all watched to see what the stranger would order and how he would drink it.


  Lorik watched Marsdyn as much as the stranger. Marsdyn was the leader of the the local gang known to the Marshland inhabitants as the Riders. Most of the tradesmen in Hassell Point paid the Riders protection money, which made Marsdyn the closest thing to law in the Marshlands. Of course the Earl was the official lord, but the difficulty of crossing the Marshlands made the area a haven for lawless types like Marsdyn’s Riders.


  Marsdyn took special notice of the stranger. He was young, mid-twenties Lorik guessed, but he had a lot of experience. The knives he wore were custom-made. Lorik had seen a lot of weapons, but never any with knuckle guards like the ones on the stranger’s knives. He wore them lower than most weapons as well.


  The stranger ordered saka and was given a very small terra-cotta cup. He picked up the drink and sniffed it. Saka had a very strong aroma that would burn a man’s sinuses if it was inhaled too sharply. The stranger didn’t seem fazed by the saka. He tipped the small cup back, drank it all down, and ordered another.


  Marsdyn looked over at his companions and smiled. They didn’t seem pleased.


  “Go ahead and find out what we’re dealing with here,” he told them.


  “You ever seen blades like that, Mars?”


  “Nope,” Marsdyn said. “He wears ’em low, too. It’s got me curious. I got your back, go ahead and see what he’s made of.”


  Lorik double-checked his path to the door. He wasn’t afraid of a fight, but he didn’t see the need to get involved in the business of strangers. He wanted to finish his drink, and maybe have another. He also wanted to see Vera. She was a wench, but they had the only thing close to a relationship Lorik had time for. He’d been back in Hassell Point only a few hours and would most likely be heading out again soon. If a fight broke out in the tavern he would have to find another place to drink.


  The two men with Marsdyn stood up. The were both big men. Most of the local rice farmers were short and slight of build. The two men with Marsdyn both carried heavy daggers that were shaped like cutlasses but only as long as a man’s forearm. The blades were called Hax knives and were common in the Marshlands. As much a tool as a weapon, the knife was easy to make and sturdy, resisting the oxidation that was so common in the wet conditions of the Marshlands. The men wore leather vests and padded riding pants, which were a badge of honor among the locals. Horses were rare in the Marshlands. Marsdyn’s crew were the only riders in Hassell Point other than Lorik, who was a teamster delivering the rice crops north through the Marshlands to the Earl in Yorick Shire.


  The two Riders approached the bar on either side of the stranger, who acted as if they weren’t there. When the tavern host refilled the stranger’s little cup, Pazel, who was standing on the stranger’s right side, snatched the drink away and drank it down in one scorching swallow. The stranger looked up at Pazel, who was several inches taller, and smirked. The smile made Pazel nervous. He wasn’t accustomed to people being at ease around him. He was an imposing figure and he liked intimidating people.


  “Drinks for my friends here,” the stranger said to the tavern proprietor, “they’re thirsty.”


  Two cups were set on the bar, which was a sturdy structure, made from stone with a long, polished wooden top. More saka was poured and once again Pazel started to take the stranger’s drink, but his hand never reached the small cup. The stranger’s arm shot out, his fingers bent at the middle knuckle so that his hand was flat and rigid. The blow struck Pazel in the throat, and, even though it wasn’t a powerful punch, the big man reeled backwards, clutching at his throat and gagging for breath.


  The man on the stranger’s left was called Oky. He hesitated for just a second, as shocked as the rest of the locals at how quickly Pazel had been taken out of the fight. Then his hand dropped to his Hax, but the stranger’s boot smashed into his knee before he could draw the blade. The leg flexed backward, the bones grinding and the tendons popping. Oky screamed in pain and fell to the floor, clutching his leg.


  The stranger seemed undisturbed. He had barely moved from his spot at the bar. He picked up his small cup of saka and drank it down in one quick gulp that was meant to keep the scorching alcohol from burning his throat.


  “You gonna drink this?” the stranger said to Oky, who was writhing on the floor. “Do you mind if I...?” he gestured at the drink.


  When Oky didn’t reply the stranger picked up the drink and sipped it. Then he turned around to face the locals, leaning back against the bar. There were several wenches in the tavern, some serving drinks, others flirting with the locals. The stranger let his gaze move slowly across the room, taking in the scowls of the locals and the few pirates who were busy drinking in the mid-afternoon.


  Marsdyn stood up. He was every bit as big as Pazel, but older. He had a scar that ran from his hairline down to his jaw. His hair was salted with gray, and pulled back into a long ponytail that was tied with a leather cord. He had a thick sash around his waist instead of a belt, and a delicate-looking dagger was tucked into the sash at an angle. It was the only visible weapon he carried. He walked up to the stranger and smiled.


  “I’m Mars,” he said. “I’m what you might call the local overseer. I make sure that the people here understand what’s expected of them.”


  “Is that right?” the stranger said.


  Marsdyn nodded. He looked at the stranger’s knives.


  “Those are some interesting weapons,” he said.


  The stranger moved his hand slowly down to the knife on his right hip. His fingers slid under the knuckle guard and wrapped around the hilt. His movements were slow and unthreatening. He drew the knife and held it up. The blade was pointed toward his elbow, thick at the spine which angled close to his forearm. There was a fuller groove that ran parallel to the spine to make the blade lighter.


  “They’re useful in a pinch,” the stranger said.


  “I can see that,” Marsdyn said. “Why don’t you put them on the bar and come have a drink?”


  “I’ve got a drink,” the stranger said, lifting up the little cup that was in his left hand. “And I don’t leave my weapons lying around unattended. That’s dangerous.”


  “Marsdyn smiled. “I like you. You say just what’s on your mind, in a fashion, of course.”


  The stranger raised his cup in salute. “I find that people don’t make stupid mistakes about me if I speak my mind.”


  “You aren’t from around here,” Marsdyn said. “Although you drink saka like a local.”


  “I grew up in a coastal dive like this one,” he said. “I’ve drunk much worse.”


  “You planning on sticking around a while?”


  “Maybe.”


  “You kill anyone I know?” Marsdyn said, pointing to the blood on the stranger’s knuckles.


  “Didn’t kill ’em, just bloodied their noses a little.”


  “Locals or sailors?”


  “Sailors,” the stranger said.


  “You ride in?”


  “I did.”


  “We’ve got a stable. Let me offer you a place to keep your horse, and maybe something a little better to drink.”


  “That’s kind of you.”


  “You have a name?” Marsdyn asked.


  “I’m called Stone.”


  


  Lorik Chapter 2


  “So, what’d you think?” Vera said as she circled around behind Lorik and refilled his drink.


  “He’s efficient,” Lorik said.


  Vera smirked, “Efficient, that’s all you thought, not dangerous or frightening?”


  She poured him more mead. The Marshlands didn’t allow for the growth of many crops, but there were abundant wildflowers, and many of the local farmers kept bees, making mead much more prevalent than ale.


  “Dangerous, yes, frightening, no,” Lorik said.


  “How can you not be afraid of a man like that?”


  “He’s just a man. When you work with large animals who can kill you with one kick, a man doesn’t seem as frightening.”


  “Even one who took out two of Marsdyn’s thugs without breaking a sweat? Men like that make me nervous.”


  “So why don’t you quit?” Lorik suggested. “There’s plenty of other things you could do.”


  “Like what?” she teased. “You looking for someone to ride on your wagon through the bogs?”


  “Come on, Vera, you’ve got skills. You can sew as good as the tailor. You know how to cook, how to brew mead and saka. You’re the best healer in the Point. You could make a living helping people, if you put your mind to it.”


  “But the problem with all those things is that I’m not a man,” she said, trying to hide the disdain in her voice, but failing. She sat down on Lorik’s lap, with one arm draped over his shoulder. “There’s still one thing I can do that no man can,” she said with a smile.


  She traced the outline of his jaw with a finger. His beard was thick and unkept, giving him a scruffy appearance, but Vera knew Lorik well. He had never mistreated her, as some of her other customers had. In her younger days she could have worked at one of the waterside bordellos, but she was a local girl. The men in Hassell Point knew her, knew that her parents had died of the wasting sickness when she was young. She had no one to arrange a marriage or pay a dowry for her; she couldn’t even get an apprenticeship since there were so few trades in the Marshlands. So she had turned to the one occupation that she could do. It was a viable option for a young woman, and many of the locals had begun their adult lives in just the same way. A woman could earn enough money to get out of Hassell Point if she wanted to, but Vera had stayed and kept working long after most wenches had given up the life.


  “Well, you are very good at that,” he said, returning her smile.


  “You should know,” she flirted.


  “You could marry,” he said.


  “Are you offering?”


  Lorik grew uncomfortable. He loved Vera in a fashion, but so did half of the men in Hassell Point. Still, the thought of marrying her seemed wrong. He couldn’t say why. He didn’t think less of her because of her profession, but he couldn’t see her waiting for him at home either. He knew it wasn’t something she wanted, and he was too set in his ways. He liked living on his own. He liked taking his team through the Marshlands and north through the forests and farmlands. There was a wild sense of freedom in his life, and marriage, he feared, might put too many restrictions on him.


  “You don’t want an old man like me,” he said.


  “We’re the same age, Lorik,” she said playfully.


  “In years, yes, but not in experience.”


  “You think traveling through the marsh is more difficult than pleasing a man? Not all my companions are as easy going as you, Lorik.”


  “I didn’t mean it that way,” he said. “I just meant I’m set in my ways. I’m only good in small doses. There are plenty of young men in this town who would marry you.”


  “I don’t want to be a farmer’s wife,” she said, sipping from his cup. “You aren’t the only one who likes a little freedom. I make my own rules here. Quaid doesn’t steal my money and lets me do as I please.”


  “Yes, Quaid is a good man, and I’m glad you’re here.”


  “I’m beginning to notice how glad you are,” she said flirtatiously.


  “Don’t be silly.”


  “I’m not, I’m just good at what I do. I can tell how many drinks a man needs to get up the courage to pay my price.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes, it is. And you only need one more drink,” she said, getting back to her feet. “Once you see that Marsdyn’s men are carried out, you’ll want to take me to my room.”


  “It’s more comfortable,” he said.


  “Of course it is, and the company is better, too.”


  She went to refill her pitcher of mead. Lorik watched as she moved among the other patrons. She refilled a mug here and there, never coming too close to the men the other wenches were flirting with. Pazel had recovered on his own, although he still coughed as he helped Oky up and supported the injured man as they hobbled out of the tavern. Lorik watched them go and wondered how long it would take before the stranger joined Marsdyn’s gang. Lorik didn’t care for the Riders and didn’t pay them for protection. He didn’t keep goods, just equipment, and he could take care of himself. His horses were Shire horses, used for pulling heavy wagons. They were too slow for outlaws and too heavy to make it through the Marshlands unless you knew the firm paths. He knew how to stay out of trouble in Hassell Point and how to defend himself if he couldn’t. His preferred weapon was a traditional longbow, but he carried a small axe on his belt which he could easily use in a close fight.


  Lorik was larger than most of the inhabitants of Hassell Point. He was used to loading and unloading his wagons, which was simply a necessary part of moving materials through the Marshlands. Depending on the rainfall, certain paths could grow soft, and he would be forced to remove some of his cargo, sometimes all of the cargo, so that his wagon wouldn’t bog down. He wasn’t a hulking specimen like Pazel or Oky, but he was stronger than he looked. His father had been a teamster, but once Lorik had gotten old enough he turned the business over to his son. Lorik’s mother had passed away several years ago and his father soon after that. Since then, Lorik had been on his own. He was a solitary person and didn’t mind being alone. He made a comfortable living hauling cargo, mostly large sacks of rice, through the Marshlands and returning with trade goods.


  His team wasn’t as fast as sailing around to Quelton Bay, but it was safer. The pirates who frequented Hassell Point had no qualms about raiding the ships that sailed between the Point and other cities. He also charged much less than the trade ships and would take his payment from the money earned when he sold the rice at market. It was an occupation that kept him busy, and he enjoyed his life, although there were times when he wondered if there was something missing. He tried not to dwell on such thoughts, but long periods of being alone gave him plenty of time for introspection.


  “I’m done drinking,” he said to Vera when she came back around.


  “Ooo, does that mean what I think it means?” she teased.


  He smiled. It wasn’t a broad grin, and his face certainly showed no cheerfulness, but she recognized it for what it was. He stood up and followed her through a small door that led to a set of rooms. In the back was a large room with plush furnishings. When Vera opened the door, she jumped back in surprise.


  “Damn it, Grayson!” she shouted. “What are you doing here?”


  The man in the chair had silver hair, but his face was smooth and wrinkle free. He was clean-shaven, and although he wore riding pants and the leather vest that marked him as a Rider, he also wore a silk shirt with flowing sleeves that tied at the wrists. He had no visible weapons, but he had a long, narrow dagger inside his vest and another in the leg of his right boot.


  “What’s he doing here?” Grayson said.


  “That’s none of your business,” Vera said. “You can’t just come into my rooms whenever you want to.”


  “Who’s to stop me?” he said, his slate-colored eyes never leaving Lorik’s face.


  Lorik didn’t speak. Seeing another man with Vera was hard, but he wasn’t naïve: he knew she got paid to spend time with men. That didn’t bother him over much; it was the possessive way Grayson spoke to her that really got under Lorik’s skin. He didn’t like the Riders, but he saw them as a necessary evil. They were outlaws, but they were familiar outlaws who occasionally helped the people of Hassell Point. Of course, that didn’t mean Lorik was happy about realizing they spent time with Vera.


  “Grayson, leave,” she told him. “Now is not a good time.”


  “And why is that? You like being with a filthy mud walker?”


  Lorik’s anger ticked up a notch. He was not generally bothered by insults, but being called a mud walker, a derogatory term to describe people who lived or worked in the marshes, by a man who lived like a parasite off the hard work of those same people, was more than he could stomach.


  “She said leave,” Lorik said. “I’d listen to her.”


  Grayson stood up, his hand resting lightly on his stomach. In most people it would have been an innocent gesture, but Lorik knew the man was armed. He guessed correctly that the weapon was in the man’s vest.


  “Vera,” Grayson said angrily. “Send him away.”


  “Why don’t we both leave?” said Lorik, trying to calm the outlaw down.


  “No,” said Vera angrily.


  Lorik wasn’t sure if she wanted him to stay, or if she simply resented the loss of revenue if they both left.


  “I’m not going anywhere,” Grayson said.


  “Go have a drink, Grayson,” Vera urged. “You’ll still have time to visit me.”


  Both men stared at each other, Grayson’s hand inching toward his vest.


  “You better make that first strike count,” said Lorik, drawing the small axe that hung from his belt. “If you don’t, I’ll carve you up and feed you to the eels.”


  “You really think you can threaten me?” Grayson said.


  “It’s not a threat, just a statement of fact.”


  “You’re a dead man, teamster.”


  “Not by you,” Lorik smirked. “I don’t think you’re man enough without a gang behind you.”


  “I’ll cut out your heart!” Grayson screamed.


  Lorik didn’t answer. He simply pushed Vera against the wall of the narrow hallway with a gentle nudge. She didn’t resist.


  “You’re nothing but a clumsy, old wagon driver. You sleep in the mud like a pig.”


  “We talking or killing?” Lorik said in an icy tone that wasn’t wasted on Grayson.


  The Rider was angry, but he was also afraid. He wasn’t used to direct conflict and preferred to stab his enemies in the back.


  “I’m going to kill you,” Grayson said, trying to keep his voice from trembling and failing. “Vera, I’ll leave, but you better make sure this fool has a good time. It’ll be his last.”


  Grayson stalked between them, his face blushing with shame. Lorik watched until the outlaw left the narrow hallway. Then he turned to Vera, who looked worried.


  “I’m sorry if I’m getting you in trouble,” he said. “I could leave.”


  “No, I don’t want you to leave,” she said. “Besides, he’s probably waiting in the tavern for you. Let him have a few drinks and cool down. He’ll forget he’s angry soon enough, although I don’t see why you have to goad them so.”


  “I didn’t goad him,” Lorik said. “He’s a bully. I called his bluff. It’s no different from when we were kids. You remember that farmer’s boy who started picking on you in essentials school after your folks died?”


  “His name was Rufus,” Vera said, leading Lorik into the room.


  She pulled him into a padded chair and began massaging his shoulders.


  “Yes, Rufus. I had forgotten that. He was a bully, and there’s only one way to deal with people like that.”


  “I remember he was several years older than you, and you broke his nose,” she said.


  “He shouldn’t have been picking on you.”


  “My point is you push back too hard. You should try using words instead of fighting. You’re a better person than that, Lorik.”


  “I used words,” he said.


  “No, you used threats.”


  “I used what was necessary.”


  “I could have talked him out of the room, and you wouldn’t have to worry about getting a knife in your back.”


  He pulled her around the chair and onto his lap, his arms holding her close and feeling the slight tremble in her body through the thin fabric of her dress.


  “I’m not the one who’s worried,” he told her gently.


  She kissed him. It wasn’t passionate as much as familiar. She knew she didn’t have to pretend with Lorik; she had known him too long. They were good friends and he was a good customer. In a different time or different place, that might have seemed almost perverse, but in Hassell Point it was a comfort.


  “Thank you,” she said in a sad voice. “There’s not many men who would fight for my honor, not anymore.”


  “Don’t sell yourself short,” Lorik said, smiling up at her.


  “I think maybe it’s time I leave the Point,” she said. “When I’m ready, will you take me?”


  “Of course I will.”


  “I’ll be leaving this life behind me,” she said, her voice a little nervous. “You understand?”


  “I understand and I approve,” he said.


  “You’re a mystery, Lorik.”


  “Not really, I’m just a simple man.”


  “There’s nothing simple about you.”


  It was his turn to smile. “Still, I don’t have any secrets from you, Vera. You know that.”


  “Yes, I know that,” she said, and kissed him again.


  


  Lorik Chapter 3


  Marsdyn led Stone out into the street. Hassell Point was not a major trade center. Everything was built around the harbor and most of the inhabitants were temporary visitors, sailors, pirates, or outlaws. The town had been created to ship rice from the Marshlands northwest to Quelton Bay on the border between Ortis and Falxis. From there the grain tax, which equaled half of the rice harvested, could be sent to Yorick Shire, where the Earl of Yorick, the official Lord of the Marshlands, lived. The rest could be taken and sold wherever the price was highest.


  Traveling overland through the marshes was difficult for those who knew the way, and almost always impossible for those who didn’t. As long as the tax was paid to the Earl on time, the Marshlands were left to fend for themselves. This made Hassell Point especially attractive to those with occupations that put them on the wrong side of the King’s law. There were inns, taverns, gaming houses, bath houses, and bordellos all along the waterfront. There was one main street, paved with bricks made from marsh mud, that ran around the harbor on the landward side of the waterfront establishments. The town wrapped around the harbor so that it was shaped like a horseshoe. On the landward side of the main street were craftsmen: leather workers, tailors, blacksmiths, and bakers. There was of course a fishmonger, although eels made up most of his trade. There were warehouses to store goods that weren’t ready for market, mostly stolen goods, but occasionally there were legitimate wares. There was one church, but the priest had died, and now the small building was being used by Marsdyn and the other Riders.


  The church was divided into two sections. What had once been the gathering place for worshipers was now a stable for the Riders’ horses. The other half of the building had been a dormitory for priests and missionaries, but now it served as the living quarters and gathering place of the Riders. Marsdyn waited while Stone untied his horse from the post in front of the tavern. The animal was covered in mud all the way to its withers.


  “Looks like you came through the marshes,” Marsdyn said.


  “Is it that obvious?” Stone said.


  “Looks like you were in a hurry, too.”


  “I might have been,” Stone said. “Would it make a difference if I was?”


  “Not to me it wouldn’t. Of course, if you made it through, others might think they can do it, too.”


  “I doubt it,” Stone said. “I find most of the Earl’s troops are easily put off by hardship.”


  “The Earl’s men, eh?”


  Stone didn’t reply. He felt he had given the local gang leader enough information. The Riders were really just a band of thieves who had learned to extort the locals rather than steal goods that they would have to resell. All the local craftsmen and farmers paid the Riders protection money, either in coin or in trade. The establishments along the waterfront had their own bouncers and guards, although they would sometimes hire the Riders if they were short on manpower.


  The sailors and pirates who passed through Hassell Point understood the way things worked. There was no law other than the Riders. Marsdyn had enough men that he could enforce whatever rules he decided to impose. It was predictable system. The Riders frequented the local taverns, inns, and cafes. They knew who was in the harbor or in the town at all times. They made rounds through the waterfront establishments, too, but never stayed too long. They preferred to drink where they were known and respected.


  “How long you planning on sticking around?” Marsdyn asked as they approached the old church.


  “Not sure,” Stone said. “I’m not much of a planner.”


  “I understand,” said Marsdyn, leading Stone into the makeshift stable. “There’s nothing like the freedom of living day to day. I respect that.”


  Stone had been studying the outlaw leader as they walked along. Marsdyn was tall, with broad shoulders and a slightly protruding gut. He was an older man, well into his forties, in a part of the world where living past fifty was rare. The Marshlands were hostile to those who didn’t know and respect the land. Disease often killed people in their prime years. The water wasn’t clean to drink in most places, and mosquitoes bred in the stagnant waters.


  Still, Marsdyn was obviously a deadly man, even though he was getting older. He had sharp eyes that seemed to take in everything around him. He had big, bony hands, and despite his age, he moved with the grace and veiled power of a big cat. He wore the vest and riding pants just like the other Riders in his gang, but he also wore a golden torc around his neck. His arms were bare, revealing thick muscle and crooked, swollen veins that ran up and down his arms. His sash was made of silk from Osla, and he kept his long hair tied back in a thick braid. His beard was trimmed so that it stood out from his chin and angled back toward his jaws, where it was cut shorter.


  “Come on over and have a look around,” Marsdyn said, after Stone had his horse settled into one of the stalls.


  The old church dormitory looked like a tavern. There was a short bar at one end of the room. Several men in their riding vests were asleep on some of the furniture. There was a long wooden table that occupied one side of the long room, and groups of padded chairs took up the other half. There were women sleeping beside the Riders. Most were obviously wenches, their scant clothing revealing more than it covered.


  “Some of us keep long hours,” Marsdyn said, waving to the men in the room. “We’re the last free people in the Five Kingdoms. We don’t bow down to some lord or king. We do what we want, when we want. We live each day to the fullest. How about a drink?”


  “Sure,” Stone said.


  Marsdyn went over the bar and pulled out a ceramic jug, sealed with a plug of soft wax. He pulled out the wax and poured two fist-sized cups of saka.


  “This is the good stuff,” he said, raising his cup.


  Stone watched his host drink the strong rice liquor. Then he took a sniff of the astringent brew. The aroma burned his nose, but he tipped back the cup and swallowed as quickly as possible. The drink burned its way down to his stomach and then spread its heat through his arms and legs.


  “Nice, eh?” Marsdyn asked.


  “Not bad,” Stone said.


  “Stone... That's an interesting name. Where you’d get it?”


  “The old man that raised me. He said I had a head like a rock. The name just stuck.”


  Marsdyn nodded and carried the jug over to a group of furniture where there was only one woman sleeping. He used his boot to push her off the padded chair.


  “What?” she said, not sure what was happening.


  “Why don’t you make yourself useful and let everyone know I want them here?” Marsdyn said.


  “Okay,” she agreed, tugging at her wrinkled tunic to see that she was covered adequately before getting up.


  “Have a seat,” Marsdyn said to Stone, gesturing to an empty chair. “Care for a refill?”


  “Not yet,” Stone said, as he studied his surroundings.


  “I have to admit, you showed some skill in the tavern. You didn’t even break any furniture.”


  “I was expecting trouble, so I was ready to handle it.”


  “You handle yourself well.”


  Stone merely nodded in acknowledgement.


  “Tell me what you’re doing in the Point.”


  “I told you, I needed a place to lay low for a while.”


  “You have me intrigued,” said Marsdyn. “I love a good story of lawlessness.”


  Stone was in no mood to spin a yarn for the gang leader. He’d come to Hassell Point out of necessity, but that had been his plan all along. He was an outsider, and he knew that if he wanted to stay, he needed to find a place to belong. He just wasn’t sure that he wanted his place to be with a group of outlaws. He’d done what he had to do in the past, both to survive and to exact justice. Those deeds had led him outside of the law, but he had hopes of finding a legitimate place where his skills, other than killing people, could shine.


  He was saved from having to answer when a big man with cold, dead eyes approached Marsdyn. He ignored Stone completely.


  “We have a problem,” he said in monotone voice.


  “Tell me,” Marsdyn said.


  “A group of pirates are looking for your friend. A large group of pirates.”


  “Is that a fact?”


  “I’m sorry,” Stone said. “I don’t want to involve you in my troubles. I’ll leave.”


  “Don’t be silly,” Marsdyn said. “It’s no trouble at all. In fact, if pirates are stirring up trouble in my town, I want to deal with it personally.”


  “Wake up, you louts!” the big man shouted. He hurried over and kicked one of the sleeping men. “The boss needs you awake and sober.”


  “Mert,” Marsdyn explained, referring to the big man with cold eyes, “has his uses. I believe in surrounding myself with useful men. But I’d rather not be here when your pirate friends catch up to you. They’ve been known to burn down a building or two. Sailors have no respect for personal property, as you might have guessed. Let’s go out for dinner.”


  The women were left sleeping, some on the furniture, some on the floor. Most of the men were still drunk from the night before, but they didn’t complain. A few stumbled outside to vomit, and more than one poured water over their heads. Then they saddled their horses.


  “I know a place,” Marsdyn said. “It’s got good food. And Grayson has some unfinished business with one of the locals there.”


  “Dinner and a show,” Stone said quietly.


  Marsdyn laughed a long, hearty laugh.


  “That’s funny,” he said. “Dinner and a show, my sentiments exactly. The best way to spend an evening.”


  Then he turned to the men gathering around him. “Let’s ride!” he shouted.


  * * *


  It was fully dark when Lorik said goodbye to Vera. They had spent more time talking than anything else. Vera always wanted to hear about his travels, about the people and places he had seen.


  He left the tavern and went to a small inn that was used mostly by the locals. It wasn’t on the waterfront and did most of its business feeding people. Lorik enjoyed a meal of stewed vegetables and fresh bread. He drank mead and talked with the innkeeper, an older man named Chancy.


  There was always plenty of town gossip, and the story of the stranger Lorik had seen in the tavern was making the rounds. Apparently the man had first visited one of the seafront inns, but after being accosted by three pirates, he left. The pirates had been vicious men, but the stranger named Stone—Lorik supplied the stranger’s name, which was a juicy bit of gossip in its own right—had beaten his attackers to a bloody pulp. Some of the townsfolk suspected that a gang of pirates were working up their courage to find the stranger. It was a reasonable theory, Lorik thought, especially if the pirates didn’t know that the stranger had fallen in with the Riders.


  “It’ll mean trouble for that one, mark my words,” said Chancy. “It might spill over and get some innocent folk hurt, too.”


  “I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” said Lorik. “He looks like he can handle himself. Did you see the way he wears his weapons?”


  “Aye,” said Chancy, his years as a seaman showing up in his speech. “Those knives of his look deadly.”


  “I’ve never seen anyone wear them low like that,” Lorik admitted.


  “You think that’s to help when he’s riding?”


  “I wouldn’t think so. I’ve seen plenty of men carrying knives and riding horses, but never low on their hips like that.”


  The night passed peacefully enough at first, but soon a group of Riders came to the inn. They enjoyed taking what they wanted and never paying. It was part of the unspoken agreement that the gang had with the locals. Protection cost the townsfolk dearly.


  Marsdyn was showing his newest recruit around. Of course, the stranger wasn’t yet a member. Lorik knew they would let him hang around awhile and continue to prove himself before they included him in their fold. Still, being seen with the Riders was enough for most of the people in Hassell Point to treat him with deference.


  The Riders came into the inn and ordered beef, which was rare and expensive in the Marshlands. Some of the farmers had cows, mostly milk cows, but pigs and goats were more suited to the wet terrain. Occasionally a ship brought in cows, but they were few and far between, and the price was triple, sometimes even quadruple what it would be in most places. Chancy was the only innkeeper who kept beef on hand. He salted the meat down and stored it in large barrels.


  Marsdyn and the stranger were accompanied by Grayson and another rider named Mert. Grayson was an assassin; some say he was trained by the Mezzlyn, but Lorik doubted that. He’d never heard of a Mezzlyn leaving his ranks, and he knew the man was a coward. Grayson may have been ruthless and efficient killing men in the shadows, but he avoided open conflict unless he was surrounded by his friends. Mert, on the other hand, was the one Rider who made Lorik nervous. He wasn’t as physically big as some of the other men in the gang. He was completely bald and always wore a scarf tied neatly over his scalp. His arms, chest, neck, and face were marked with old scars. He was joyless, his face sporting a perpetual scowl. In fact, the only time Lorik had ever seen him smile was when he was fighting. There were rumors about his viciousness, and Lorik was certain Mert had no qualms about killing.


  They sat in the inn at one of the long tables drinking mead and talking loudly. The locals almost seemed to cower when the Riders were present. Marsdyn and the others ignored the townsfolk, all except for Grayson, who watched Lorik with a sour expression.


  “That silver-hair has it in for you,” said Chancy in a hushed tone, after he had prepared dinner for the Riders. He settled back onto the bench beside Lorik and leaned back against the wall. They both enjoyed flat-leaf tobacco, hand rolled into thick cigars with an aromatic smoke. Lorik pulled two from inside his shirt and gave one to Chancy.


  “Ah, you remembered!” the innkeeper said in an excited voice.


  “Do I ever forget?”


  “No, I can’t say you ever have. Thank you, Lorik, this is one of life’s small pleasures.”


  He went to the fireplace, where a small fire was burning brightly. He retrieved one of the long, thin marsh reeds that were used as kindling. He lit it in the fire, then lit his cigar. He brought the burning reed back to Lorik, who used it to light his own cigar.


  “What were we talking about?” Chancy asked.


  “Nothing important.”


  “No, it was important. My aging mind has trouble remembering things. Oh, wait, now I have it. The silver-haired Rider, that’s what we were talking about.”


  “It’s not worth mentioning,” Lorik said, exhaling a puff of thick, white smoke.


  “I’d say it is. That one would sooner slide a blade between your ribs as look at you. And he can’t quit staring at you tonight. What’d you do to set him off?”


  “I was in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Lorik said.


  “That wouldn’t happen to be at the Boggy Peat visiting a certain young lady, would it?”


  “Maybe,” Lorik said.


  “Ha, there’s no maybe about it. Why don’t you just marry Vera and have it done with?”


  “I’ve tried, she isn’t interested.”


  “That’s hard to believe,” Chancy said. “Why wouldn’t she want to marry you?”


  “Doesn’t love me, I guess.”


  “What’s love got to do with anything?”


  “She’s a woman,” Lorik said, as if that were explanation enough.


  “So, she’s smart enough to know a good thing when she sees it. It’s a shame she’s had to live so long entertaining men. You should have married her years ago.”


  “I told you, she isn’t interested in marrying me. I’m not a prize catch, you know. I’m never home. That’s not much of a life for a woman.”


  “Oh, I think most women would enjoy it if their husbands left home more often.”


  Lorik looked at his friend through the cigar smoke.


  “Look around, my boy, this inn is full of men who have wives at home, and yet here they are, spending their evenings in idle talk and drink.”


  “That’s...” Lorik wasn’t sure what to say. He’d never thought of that before, but the inn was full of married men.


  “That’s what?” Chancy asked. “The ruddy truth, that’s what it is.”


  “Well, Vera turned me down. I talked to her about it again today. She doesn’t love me.”


  “Love simply has nothing to do with it. How many times do I have to tell you that? She just needs someone she can live with and fuss over. You’re as good a candidate as anyone in the Point for that.”


  “Well, apparently not, she turned me down, remember?”


  “You’re saying you proposed?”


  “Well...” Lorik said, going over his discussion of marriage with Vera.


  “That’s what I thought,” Chancy said cynically. “A woman needs a little romance, not just a roll in the hay. You need to let her know how you feel.”


  “I’m not sure how I feel about her,” Lorik said truthfully. “I mean, we’re friends. We’ve always been friends, since we were young, but I can’t honestly say that I love her. I don’t know that I’ve ever loved any woman.”


  “Why do you keep talking about love? I’m not talking about love, and I’m not talking about your feelings. So what if you don’t love her? You can protect her and provide a reasonably good life for her. A little security, that’s what a woman needs.”


  “How much security would it be when I’m gone all the time?”


  “She’d have a home, a certain amount of respect in the community that comes from being a married woman. She could have children and get out of that filthy tavern.”


  “She likes the Boggy Peat,” Lorik said. “That’s what she told me. Besides, I think she has other plans.”


  “What other plans?”


  “I don’t know, that’s just the impression I got.”


  “I think you’re blind, my boy. You just see what you want to see.”


  They spent a while after that smoking quietly. They watched the fire burn down and occasionally studied the Riders. Others had joined the small group, all wearing their distinctive riding gear. Chancy’s wife served the men. There were no wenches working at Chancy’s Inn, not even young serving girls. Chancy and his wife had always served their customers, at least as long as Lorik could remember.


  When their cigars were smoked down and the sweet smoke began to scorch Lorik’s mouth he tossed the small butt of tobacco into the fire.


  “I think I’ll turn in,” he told Chancy.


  “You making another run tomorrow?”


  “No, the day after,” he said.


  “Good, I’ll see you tomorrow then.”


  “Count on it,” Lorik said.


  He turned from his friend to find Grayson standing up from the group of Riders. Lorik tried to ignore the silver-haired assassin, but the Rider called out to him.


  “Teamster!” he shouted. “I have business with you.”


  “You need something hauled out of the Marshlands?” Lorik asked.


  “I need you dead and thrown into the mud bogs where you belong.”


  “You’re drunk,” Lorik said coldly.


  “Don’t walk away from me!” Grayson said loudly, causing Lorik to turn and face him.


  Lorik didn’t want to fight. He was tired, and his head was a little dizzy from the combination of too much mead and the rich cigar smoke. But Grayson had drawn the long dagger from inside his vest and the other Riders were watching curiously.


  “I have no desire to fight you,” Lorik said. “I’m going home.”


  “Coward,” Grayson said, smirking and drawing a laugh from the other Riders around him. “Run home and hide.”


  “It’s nothing,” Chancy said, pushing Lorik toward the door. “Go home, my friend, all is well.”


  “Your time is coming, coward!” Grayson shouted.


  It was the last straw for Lorik. He didn’t enjoy hurting people; in fact, it turned his stomach, and he knew that starting a feud with the Riders was stupid. But he couldn’t stand to be called a coward. He spun back toward the assassin and drew his small axe. It was a short tool, the handle only as long as a man’s forearm, the head the size of Lorik’s fist, sharpened on one side and blunt on the other.


  “Shut your mouth, or I’ll shut it for you,” he said angrily.


  Chancy was standing in front of Lorik, between him and the group of Riders. Lorik pushed him gently aside. The innkeeper was short and thin, with thick hair around the crown of his head and a shiny, bald pate on top. He moved over against the wall of the common room, as did the other locals, none of whom wanted to get caught up in a fight with the Riders.


  “You’ve stuck your nose in my business for the last time, mud walker.”


  Lorik didn’t answer. He just walked forward, toward the group of Riders. Several stood up and drew weapons, but Marsdyn waved them down.


  “I want to see this,” he said to the others.


  One by one the other Riders sat down, and Lorik saw doubt flash in Grayson’s eyes. He had been working up the courage to confront Lorik all evening and had obviously been counting on having several of his fellow Riders backing him up. Now it was just the assassin and the teamster, and Lorik liked his odds.


  Lorik was almost within striking distance when Grayson lashed out. He dove forward, thrusting his dagger straight at Lorik’s heart. The burly teamster twisted and batted the dagger off line, but it still gouged through the fabric of his shirt sleeve and sliced a fiery gash along Lorik’s shoulder.


  The Riders cheered for their man, expecting Lorik to stagger back in pain and dismay, but Lorik kept moving forward, throwing his weight against the assassin, who grunted as he backpedaled, trying to stay on his feet. As Grayson slashed out wildly for Lorik’s face with the long dagger the assassin favored, Lorik ducked down and swung his axe at Grayson’s knee.


  When the axe struck, it bit deep, slicing through the leather pants and crunching between the bones of the knee, shattering the kneecap. The scream Grayson made chilled everyone’s blood. He fell the ground, writhing in agony as Lorik pulled his weapon free. His blood lust was gone and his stomach was twisting at the sight of what he’d done.


  “You might as well finish him,” Marsdyn said in disgust. “Put him out of his misery.”


  “No,” Lorik said, turning for the door.


  Chancy was giving Lorik a nod of sympathy when Marsdyn spoke.


  “Mert,” was all he said, but it was enough.


  Chancy’s wife was hurrying forward with a bandage for Lorik’s shoulder. Mert stood up from his place at the table and quietly took hold of Grayson by his silver hair. He smiled and then slid the assassin’s own dagger into the groaning man’s eye. The blade sank deep. Grayson twitched several times, then lay still. The smell from his bladder and bowels, which had released when he died, began to fill the room.


  “This place needs a major clean-up,” Marsdyn said, rising from the table.


  The other Riders followed their leader, although most shot hate-filled stares at Lorik.


  “It was a fair fight,” said Stone, loudly enough for everyone to hear.


  “That’s right,” Marsdyn said, “so what?”


  “I’m just saying, Grayson had it coming. No need for retaliation, not the way I see it.”


  Marsdyn looked at Stone for a moment and then over at Lorik, who was being helped by Chancy’s wife, Opal. Then he nodded and said, “You’re right, no need to get even. You got lucky this time, teamster. I hope your luck holds out.”


  They filed past Lorik as they left. The Riders either stared hatefully or looked away, but Stone nodded as he past by. He looked almost friendly.


  “Good riddance, I say,” said Opal. “One less thief to worry about.”


  “I’ll help you clean up,” Lorik said.


  “Oh, no, there’s no need for that,” said Chancy. “You need your rest. Why don’t you stay here tonight?”


  “No, I’ll be fine at home. Besides, if there is trouble, I don’t want it coming down on you or your inn.”


  “We aren’t afraid,” said Opal. She was a stout little woman, with bright eyes in a round face.


  “No, I can see that. But I’d feel better at home. I’ll rest better,” he explained.


  “You shouldn’t be alone all the time,” Opal chided. “It isn’t good for you. You need a wife to go home to.”


  Lorik knew then that Chancy and his wife had been talking about him. She was obviously hinting about Vera. He was thinking about what she had said when there was a commotion outside the inn. They went to investigate. It was late, and most of the locals were asleep, but they could see the Riders sitting on their horses in the middle of the road. They were quiet, but the crew of pirates coming down the street with torches and cutlasses weren’t.


  Marsdyn’s Riders drew weapons but didn’t make a sound and didn’t move their horses. The commotion was from a few townsfolk shouting as they ran to get out of harm’s way. Stone urged his horse forward just a little and then climbed down from the saddle. He looked over at Lorik and smiled.


  “Teamster, would you mind looking out for my horse? She’s a bit skittish.”


  Lorik’s arm was throbbing, but he walked out into the street and took the horse’s reins. Stone nodded in thanks, and Lorik looked up at Marsdyn as he turned the animal away and led it back toward the inn. The outlaw looked grim, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.


  The pirates hesitated for only a few moments, gauging the Riders, deciding they had enough men to press the attack. When it came, it was brutal. The pirates wore ragtag clothing, their pants loose and short, their hair plastered with oil. They were hard men, strong but not big, each one scarred from countless fights. They ran forward all at once, without an order and seemingly without fear. If they had simply converged on the stranger, he would have been quickly overcome, but only a few moved toward Stone, the rest spread out to attack the Riders. Normally, Marsdyn would have stayed away from the action. Stone wasn’t a Rider and didn’t require protection from the gang, but Marsdyn was angry, and the opportunity to release his frustration was too good to pass up.


  Lorik watched Stone. The stranger stood still as the pirates barreled forward, screaming at the tops of their lungs. It was a terrifying sight, but Stone seemed unfazed. Just before the pirates reached him, Stone drew his knives. They were polished and honed, the steel glinting in the light of torches and lanterns. He spun so quickly it was hard to keep up with his movement. He held the knives with the points angling backward and out from his forearms, instead of the blades pointing up and forward like a sword. He held out the blades, slashing as he spun. The pirates were unprepared for Stone’s speed or precision. He opened the bellies of three sailors so fast it shocked everyone present. Men watched as their own entrails spilled out onto the ground in front of them; then they toppled.


  Stone didn’t stop, his dance of death cutting through the pirates like a farmer harvesting wheat. He sliced with his knives, never stabbing, so that his blade didn’t lodge in bone. The pirates had no armor, and their cutlasses were clumsy defensive weapons. The motley crew parted before Stone, preferring to face the Riders on horseback than to venture too close to the stranger. Stone punched out with the knuckle guards of his knives, and the brass splintered bone, opening thick gashes in his targets with every impact.


  The pirates who rushed to attack the Riders fared no better. The outlaws were practiced killers, and the sailors had very little experience fighting men on horses. The big animals reared, kicked and danced from side to side, forcing the pirates to keep their distance or risk being trampled. Their weapons were too short to be effective, while the Riders all had long swords. They hacked and slashed, fighting from a higher position, so that the movement of their horses and even gravity gave their blows added force. The sailors had to hold up their heavy cutlasses to defend themselves, and their guards were easily battered down. Most of the Riders were content to swat away the pirates who came too close, but Marsdyn was in a blood fury. He had two swords and was equally deadly with each. He guided his horse with his knees, moving the animal first one way and then another, looking for opportunities to strike a killing blow.


  The pirates scattered, over half of their number either dead or wounded, and the rest lost all interest in the fight. They ran into the darkness, most toward the harbor and the safety of their ship. But Marsdyn wasn’t done with the fight. He spurred his horse and gave chase, hacking his sword into the backs of any pirate he caught.


  Lorik stood watching the macabre scene. The darkness of night and the uncertainty of death seemed to press in on every side. The pirates had dropped their torches and most had sputtered out, leaving only a dim light. Lorik felt his stomach twist hard and he bent over, heaving.


  “That’s a bloody waste,” said Chancy. “Men killing each other and for what? What did that Stone fellow do that a whole ship’s crew would come after him?”


  “You saw him,” Lorik said. “He’s like a death reaper with those knives of his.”


  “I’ve never seen anything like it, that’s for certain.”


  “I know,” Lorik said in a grim voice. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget it.”
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