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THE STORY SO FAR…


In the shadow of kings, Joran Pendain finds himself in the middle of countless possible futures, but, in all of them, he is the son of King Edris Etragon and heir to the throne of Erador, the human kingdom. So too does he share blood with the House of Lhoris, through his mother Ilithranda, positioning him in line to the Empyreal Throne of Andara.

Ready to break out of the expectations placed upon him after hearing these revelations, rather than continue his training under Kassanda Grey, a Dragon Rider of many centuries, Joran forged his own path to aid his adoptive father, Gallien, who was to break into the unbreakable Taraktor.

Joran could not have anticipated what he found in Erador’s western hook, for there he found the prison had long been abandoned, and the Skaramangians had captured his father and allies. Even with the broken blade of Skara, a weapon of power, Joran could not help his friends and succumbed to those same Skaramangian captors.

Along with Gallien, Androma, Cob, and Aphrandhor, Joran was taken, in the custody of the Skaramangians, to the island of Nareene and the dark pyramid known as The Tomb, Azad-guul.

There, the companions were confronted by The Eldan, the head of the Skaramangian snake and, indeed, the clerics of Andara. The Eldan—the apprentice in the ancient tongue—forced many hard truths upon them.

Gallien Pendain is not who he thinks he is.

He was once the great Skara Pendain—Skara the First Rider, The Dark One and creator of the dreaded Golems.

Fallen prey to dark and twisted blood magic, Skara created the weapons of power, those known to our heroes but also one as yet unknown—an elusive necklace capable of transferring the wearer’s consciousness into another body. Using this necklace, Skara had tumbled through the eons, always exchanging one body for another, allowing him to live forever.

There was, however, a price.

Without his original body, which had been bonded to his dragon, Malliath—whom he had cast into the Realm of Shadows—his very human mind began to crumble under the weight of countless lifetimes. Memories stacked upon memories took their toll, eventually robbing Skara of his identity and purpose.

And so, after thousands of years, The Dark One had found himself living the life of a smuggler, one who chose to raise a baby half-blood. Gallien believed his father had stolen the bracer, another weapon of power, from the Jainus, unaware that memories of his ‘father’s’ actions were actually his own from years earlier, before his mind had crumbled. Just before his capture by the Jainus and incarceration inside a time spell in the dreaded Taraktor, Gallien hid the necklace, a fact he cannot recall, leaving it lost to time.

It was the bracer, forced upon his arm by The Eldan, that allowed Gallien to see into the memories stored inside the bones of The Dark One’s last apprentice. That very apprentice had given his life, following the defeat of The Dark One at the hands of the original Dragon Riders, so that a dying Skara might use the necklace and subsume his body.

The Dark One’s ancient memories and sense of self flooded the mind of his current body, flushing out the smuggler, Gallien, and placing the Skara-of-old back in control. Back in the present.

As his first act, deep in the bowels of his ancient fortress, Azad-guul, The Dark One slit Aphrandhor’s throat, killing the wizard.

Joran witnessed all of this first-hand: the death of his father and the return of The Dark One. Skara’s dormant magic was unleashed, unbridled. It destroyed the spells binding Androma’s old satchel, forcing all inside the pocket dimension to burst forth.

Amongst the sundries was a treasure not idly found, placed inside the satchel accidentally when Daijen Saeth lost his footing forty years earlier inside that same fortress.

A dragon egg.

The son of Malliath, The Drakalis, the Dragon Lord.

Cast into Joran’s hands, their bond began instantly, distracting him and filling him with a consuming need to protect the egg. And so Joran ran from Azad-guul, unaware that the island above was under attack. His mentor Kassandra beaten back, Joran found himself dazed and in the grip of Baelon Vos, the Dragonlord of Drakanan.

“You have my word,” was Baelon’s promise to Joran, “when I am done with you, there will be no greater legend than yours… Dragon Rider.”

Joran was not the only one to witness the return of The Dark One. Cob, a ranger from the southern lands of Qalanqath, was imprisoned alongside him in those same depths.

Cob has yet to reveal the truth of his past, with Androma having only learned that he is the last son of House Thayne. His darkest secret, however, has been revealed in the shadows of Azad-guul. The curse that has long brought ruin to his house demands that he spills blood to keep it in check. Madness had its moment with the ranger, his mind enthralled by rage and the need to kill.

Across the realm, other heroes have begun to rise, taking shape where they were least expected.

Grarfath and Yamnomora have travelled far and with so few steps. Charged by Aphrandhor to retrieve The Anther, a weapon of power, the dwarven pair found themselves sucked into a port scar along with the Nimean, Kitrana Voden.

Imprisoned by the High King of Morthil, the three came face to face once again with Slait, The Dancing Sword of the Dawn. It was during their capture that they discovered that the royal family and closest advisors were Skaramangians all, their ancestors once servants to The Dark One.

But an unseen calamity was to ensue.

Unknown to all within the halls of Morthil, the Leviathan, who had been trapped and left in dormancy beneath their mountain, had been awoken by the relentless excavation of the Merdians and their Nimean captives. Restless, the Leviathan breached the foundations of Morthil and flooded the dwarven kingdom.

Reunited with The Anther, Grarfath wielded the weapon of power as if he was Duun, the ancient hero and Dragon Rider, himself. After saving many of his kin from cold waters and with Slait as his prisoner, Grarfath and Yamnomora led an exodus of survivors from the mountains in Andara to the borders of those lands, where an Andaren army was returning triumphantly from Erador, the bones of a god in their possession.

To one, and one alone, is it known that those bones never belonged to a god.

Forty years ago, Daijen Saeth had used the bracer himself, yet the Vahlken touched something even older than The Dark One’s last apprentice.

Against the instructions and wishes of both The Valtorak and Ilithranda, Daijen touched the blackened bone of Ahnir in the vault of Ka’vairn. Seeing into the past, unimaginable revelations were laid bare.

The Dark Ones, fabled monsters once defeated by the gods, never existed, just as the gods never existed in their recorded state. There was only The Dark One. The ‘Talakin’ to the dwarves. The ‘Eikor’ to the Andarens. Those beheld as gods in Daijen’s time were in fact Golems, creatures of Skara’s creation. Together, the four Golems contain all his magic, the spells carved into their very bones, a living grimoire.

After witnessing much of history, including the existence of Barad-Agin, the first wizard and Skara’s once master who unleashed the Leviathans, Daijen was ejected from Ahnir’s memories and returned to his time. The knowledge he gained was not without consequence.

Having delved into so much memory, the weight of it all began to impress upon the Vahlken, merging Ahnir’s thoughts and feelings with his own—including the Golem’s loyalty to The Dark One.

While the Skaramangians brought a small army to bear against Ka’vairn, hoping to reclaim the Helm of Ahnir stolen from the imperial palace, Daijen lost his place in the present and killed The Valtorak. Before there was time to grieve, however, Daijen found himself in a duel with Slait, now a pawn of the Skaramangians.

Slait should have died that night, never to trouble the likes of Joran and his companions in the years to come, but he was saved. During their time in Aran’saur, Andara’s capital city, it had been revealed to Ilithranda that the baby she’d left behind so long ago had grown up in the custody of the clerics, before going on to join the army and, ultimately, survive the pits of Handuin.

As Slait’s mother, Ilithranda could not see him die at Daijen’s hands, and so intervened. Slait remains unaware of their link, surviving the near-destruction of Ka’vairn and fleeing astride Uthain, his Aegre.

Deciding that his intended path only placed his allies in grave danger, Daijen cut ties with the make-shift council, keeping the truth of history to himself. In possession of the emperor’s Archive, a book passed down from emperor to emperor, the Vahlken saw a way forward that might allow him to prepare for The Dark One’s inevitable return.

He must find and free Malliath from the Shadow Realm.


PROLOGUE


It was a dark day. Too dark and ruinous for such a glorious sunrise. Yet a crisp dawn rose all the same, heralding a joyous blue sky that knew nothing of the doom to have befallen the island of Kanofell.

Black smoke still plumed from the scorched stone and sundered earth, the capital city put to the flame of dragons. But Nithrael was far from empty, its streets packed with soldiers from Erador, their red cloaks billowing in the morning breeze. They were singing, their every voice blasting out in harmony with the trumpets and drums.

It was to their great victory over the Kedradi that they sang, and Gelakor knew it well. The Dragon Rider had come to welcome the sound, for the king’s men held it in reserve, saving it for victory alone.

The Last Ballad of Hope.

It had found life on the lips of some nameless bard who travelled with the battalions, there to flourish amongst the ranks. The lyrics spoke directly into the power of dragons, who offered the best defence against The Dark One. Dragons were the final hope of man, the last chance to overcome the evil that had taken seed inside Skara’s heart.

It was grief that laden Gelakor’s heart. The ballad failed to resonate within him as he looked upon Nathara’s corpse. She lay on the cold rock outside the entrance to Mount Nuvata, her face still smeared with dry blood. For all her campaigns and battles hard won, she had been undone by Skara’s twisted machinations—by his helm.

Gelakor relived her final moments, his jaw locked shut. The helm had graced her head for no more than a second before he struck it clear, but the damage had been done. She had glimpsed the future and taken it with her into death.

“Until the next time, old friend.” Those had been Skara’s last words before he used The Anther to escape.

His words would haunt Gelakor as much as Nathara’s dying breath.

The Rider took a step towards her body, wishing to be by her side a while longer. He was halted by the rumbling growl from Nathara’s dragon, her many teeth bared in a threatening snarl. Sharp was the black of Yeseemi’s reptilian eyes, and they rested heavily upon Gelakor, daring him to take another step. The Rider glanced at Nathara, who lay perfectly still amidst the dragon’s curled form, guarded on all sides by thick muscle. No one would touch Nathara until Yeseemi agreed to it.

Stay back, Orvax warned him, his voice coming from somewhere in the back of Gelakor’s mind. Yeseemi’s rage threatens every living thing on this island.

Gelakor was inclined to agree with his immortal companion, whose silver scales shimmered under the sun like living metal, each plate catching the light and bending it into a thousand shifting hues.

He bowed his head in Yeseemi’s shadow, using the moment to blink away his tears. Feeling every one of Orvax’s mighty footsteps behind him, Gelakor confidently turned his back on Yeseemi’s seething wrath. And they were not all who left the yellow dragon to her grief. Erobi, Jarlax, and Thobo took flight from Mount Nuvata’s ancient rock, though they remained notably close to their troubled kin as they glided on the currents skirting off the mountain side.

“Grim is the business o’ war,” came the gravelled voice of Duun, son of Darl.

The dwarf was seated on a boulder at the edge of the plateau, shadowed by Munwar, his dragon of muddy red scales. Though the cracks and crevices of Duun’s face were dry, his bloodshot eyes betrayed the tears he had shed for Nathara. So too did he likely grieve for The Anther, the hammer reclaimed by the enemy.

“How much longer are we to suffer it?” Duun asked as Gelakor approached, who was making for the steps beside the boulder.

“Until Skara is dead,” the Dragon Rider proclaimed, his tone flat.

The dwarf spat on the ground. “Rid yerself o’ the wretch’s name, lad. Skara is dead. The man we knew has been consumed by an evil even his master couldn’ ’ave fathomed. He’s The Dark One now.”

Gelakor recalled Skara’s master well, despite the centuries that had since passed. The Deceiver they had called him. Earth-breaker, Blood-drinker, The First Wizard. Barad-Agin had delved into blood magic and all else besides, staining his very soul. None could have known of the seed he planted in Skara, his once apprentice, before the foul wizard met his demise. The apprentice, however, had certainly surpassed the master. Barad-Agin would be a footnote in history compared to the wicked deeds of Skara Pendain.

Of The Dark One…

Gelakor physically turned away from his memories and the hard facts that now existed about Skara, his oldest friend. Looking beyond Munwar, the Rider narrowed his eyes to spy the many ships cutting north through the sea. Kedradi ships by the blue and cream of their sails, and all taut in the wind, taking the survivors away from Kanofell. The nearest land was the southern shores of Erador, the last place they would want to find harbour, but beggars could not be choosers.

“Did ye hear what the wretch said?” Duun asked, dragging Gelakor’s thoughts back to their fight with The Dark One.

“Tell The Drakalis I have what he’s looking for,” the human Rider replied, echoing Skara’s words exactly.

“We both know what Malliath’s been lookin’ for. He’d break the earth to get that egg back. Icerys too,” the dwarf added.

Gelakor conjured memories of Icerys, Malliath’s great love and a dragon of the most exquisite ice-blue scales. She and their egg had been captured by The Dark One, taken in a surprise attack. Gelakor held no hope for Icerys, the dragon most definitely tormented before Skara finally granted her the mercy of death. But the egg… The dragon therein would be safe from all harm, untouchable inside the impenetrable shell.

“… I have what he’s looking for.”

Those words would incense Malliath. The Dragon Lord was already unbalanced, bereft of his Rider—who yet lived and as a villain no less—as well as his mate. To have that which he had sired held against him, as leverage even…

Deep was the pit that opened inside of Gelakor.

“I shall speak with Malliath upon our return,” he assured the dwarf.

“Make sure Orvax is at yer back, eh?”

Gelakor said nothing, his distant gaze still fixed on the fleeing ships.

“We’ve displaced a lot o’ folk,” Duun remarked.

“We’ve killed a lot more,” the Rider replied dryly, aware that so much of the smoke he could see came from great piles of bodies throughout Nithrael.

“There’s still a few left,” the dwarven Rider told him knowingly.

Gelakor’s attention snapped to meet his friend, well aware of whom the dwarf was referring to. “Where?” he demanded.

“They were caught tryin’ to flee in the harbour. They’re in chains now.”

The Last Ballad of Hope bathed all of Nithrael with its chorus as Gelakor descended the last of the stone steps that snaked up Mount Nuvata. The Rider could hear it echoed through his bond with Orvax and, indeed, all the dragons present, their kind quite taken by the ballad that spoke to their powerful nature.

Standing before his men, who filled out the city’s central avenue, Gelakor did his best to maintain his aura of authority and confidence. Long ago, Skara had told him such things were all the requirements for leadership. The Rider knew, of course, that so much more was needed to lead men into battle. He had the dragon heart, as Skara had described it. Such had led to the three tenets of their order. To have unwavering valour. Unyielding honour. Unending sacrifice. He did his best to embody it all, though it felt more a facade after such a grim night.

In sight of them all, he called forth his axe from nowhere, the weapon materialising in his grip. He thrust his hand up, the bladed head of bronze and silver catching the light above him. The ocean of voices boomed, the volume swelling such that the ballad lost cohesion for a moment.

Over the sound of victory, Gelakor heard the rattle of chains. It sharpened his wits and turned his gaze to those being guided up to him. There were four of them between the column of red cloaks, each garbed in ill-fitting robes of drab colours. A disguise to be sure, though it had failed to hide they who harboured the royal blood of Kanofell, the highest of all the Kedradi.

House Thayne.

Though he stood in the ruins of his own civilisation, King Tiberian Thayne planted himself before Gelakor with a regal quality found only in the real thing. Neither did he appear perturbed by the fact that he and his family were bound in chains and surrounded by enemies. Barring the sheen of sweat that clung to his dark skin, he sported a single gash to his forehead, a wound likely gained during their arrest.

For just one fleeting moment, Gelakor saw the world that could have been. The alliance that could have flourished between Kanofell and Erador. The Rider knew without a doubt that his own king would have found common ground with Tiberian. Perhaps even liked the man.

Capturing that future now would be as fruitless as trying to ensnare the very smoke that rose about the city. It was dead, a fact that only blackened the night’s events all the more.

Gelakor held up one empty hand so all could see it. He savoured the last notes of that ballad, already aware of his intentions, before he closed his fist and brought an eerie silence to Kanofell. In the same instance, he banished the axe from his grip, sending it back into that slip of space between worlds, where it might rest, awaiting its master’s call.

The Rider glanced at the queen, her pale face and large blue eyes framed by the drapes of her silken black hair. Behind her, the two princes stood with only a fraction of their father’s regal demeanour. They were afraid. Gelakor couldn’t blame them. In their late teens, both had a mature imagination, allowing them to picture a public execution in their future.

King Tiberian Thayne shifted to his right, blocking Gelakor’s view of his sons. He raised his chin just a notch and flicked his long, greying dreadlocks over his shoulders, a touch of defiance about him. The Rider respected him all the more for it, but that respect could not undo the senseless death toll that lay at the king’s feet.

“This could all have been avoided,” Gelakor said to the man.

Tiberian’s eyes twitched. “We have been avoiding this for centuries,” he replied with a timbre far richer than the Dragon Rider’s. “Long have the kings of Erador looked upon Kanofell with greed in their eyes. Long have they dreamed of my people bowing in their shadow. It must be good to have scaled gods descend from the heavens and purge your enemies while you sleep.”

“There has been no purge,” Gelakor corrected. “Only those who bore arms against us met the blade. Your people were allowed to flee. My king, good as he is, will allow the Kedradi to relocate to Erador’s southern lands. The mountains of The Gold Rise and the deserts of Qalanqath are yours to roam. No further.”

“Dry earth and barren rocks,” King Thayne snarled. “Your king would see us die a slow death.”

“You are being given a second chance⁠—”

“What chance do we have?” Tiberian interrupted. “My people are being made an example of!”

Gelakor started forward, his face flushing with anger. “You’re damn right they are!” he bellowed in the king’s face. “You should be glad that your people face punishment instead of annihilation! You haven’t just harboured our enemy but aided him! You gave Ska…” The Rider checked himself, his chest heaving. “You gave The Dark One the tools he required to build more weapons, weapons he will use against all of Verda. More so, you bowed to his whims and sacked Broadcastle, spilling the blood of my people.”

King Thayne straightened his shoulders, not to be intimidated in his own city. “The Dark One offered us the means to defend ourselves against invasion. Invasion, Rider. That is the threat every citizen of this island has lived with for more generations than we can count. Again and again, Erador comes for what is ours. We did what we must to secure our future.”

“No,” Gelakor rebutted, his expression hard as stone. “You did what you must. Are the Kedradi not commanded by King Tiberian Thayne? It was you who accepted The Dark One’s request for an audience. It was you who granted him access to Mount Nuvata. It was you who made him an ally and had your people do his bidding. By your own counsel has Kanofell met its doom.”

“Then punish me, not them!” Tiberian blurted, the man edging on pleading.

Late is the hour he dwells on the consequences, Orvax spoke for Gelakor alone.

The Dragon Rider gave himself a moment, looking out on the thousands of eyes that stared back at him. He was no king, but he was a commander of men, a general on any battlefield he graced. He knew well the power and far-reaching effects of such a voice as that.

“The whole canvas is painted by the king’s brush,” Gelakor eventually said. “So too is it spoiled by that same brush. Your people will find a way to survive in Qalanqath… or they won’t.”

King Thayne swallowed, his jaw clenching and unclenching as he glanced back at his sons. “And are we to face the same punishment?” he asked meekly.

Gelakor held back his immediate response, taking the time to hold counsel with Orvax. They were in agreement regarding the answer to Thayne’s question.

“Fear not, King of Kanofell,” the Rider announced, stepping away from the royal family so he could exclaim his words. “House Thayne will sail away from this island, their heads still attached!”

There looked to be some dissent amongst the ranks. Questioning eyes and hushed mutterings fluttered throughout the main avenue. They had expected one last splash of blood to mark the end of the conflict.

And they will have it, Gelakor thought.

“From this day forth,” the Rider declared, “be it against man or beast, the Kedradi are forbidden to wield any weapon crafted from the work of the earth! To do so would bring down the wrath of Erador and the king’s judgement! Tenfold will this law be pressed upon House Thayne! As it was madness that brought ruin to Kanofell, so too shall madness spoil the royal house! Should any man of the blood Thayne bring steel to bear against his enemy, a terrible blight will take his mind!”

Tiberian’s emerging fear was coiled in curiosity, the same curiosity that had likely gripped the men of Erador.

“You speak of a… curse?” It was the queen who had spoken, her voice too fair for so bleak an occasion.

“He speaks of crippling us!” Tiberian growled. “Crafted from the work of the earth?” he echoed. “You speak of steel and bronze! Without them we will⁠—”

“Kneel!” Gelakor barked, cutting him off.

King Thayne did not, his chin rising that much higher.

Gelakor took a threatening step towards the man, his face streaked with Kedradi blood. “Kneel,” he repeated, voice dropping.

At the same time, Orvax lowered his head of silver scales, casting the king in shadow. Tiberian dared to glance up at the dragon, a lump forced down his throat. He kneeled. His family followed his example and quickly joined him.

Other voices, too distant to discern their words, sprang up in the back of Gelakor’s mind. Nevertheless, the Rider knew them to be the voices of Orvax’s fellow dragons. They were flooding their bond with queries concerning the use of a curse, the spell powered by their inherent magic.

Our magic was not meant to be used like this, Thobo spoke boldly.

Blood magic is not our way, Erobi remarked, her emotions, more than the others, pressing hard upon Orvax, her mate.

Curses are not absolute, Jarlax warned. The constructs to such a spell lack true cohesion. They are wont to bleed, to invite consequences even the spell maker cannot anticipate.

The consequences will be theirs to suffer, Gelakor replied, using Orvax’s connection to speak to all of the dragons at once. And the world must know of the price to ally themselves with The Dark One.

The trio of dragons responded as one, protesting the course of action, but Orvax silenced them at once, closing his mind to theirs. The silver dragon was in agreement with his Rider and had heard the sovereign’s orders himself through their bond.

“The House of Thayne must be punished,” the King of Erador had declared weeks earlier.

To the Riders and dragons—and any among the ranks who unknowingly happened to be a conduit to the Realm of Magic—the atmosphere shifted, as if the wind had moved in its mysterious ways and sought them out. It was Orvax. The dragon had closed his eyes, inhaled a long breath, and opened himself up to that higher plane, where magic kissed the very air.

Gelakor welcomed it, channelling it into himself as he stood over King Thayne. It was intoxicating. For just a moment, the Rider could see the allure, the seduction of it that had corrupted Skara and Barad-Agin before him. The magic that crackled across the surface of his skin was raw, as if his body was housing the sun itself.

He knew better than to use such magic. Malliath himself had warned as much, cautioning the Riders to craft their spells rather than harness pure energy. The black dragon had spoken of a price that might cost them their lives should they be in battle. Gelakor imagined his bones drying up inside his body, closing off to magic altogether.

The Dragon Rider intended to use only a touch of that crude magic…

Gelakor drew his dagger, eliciting a wince from Tiberian and a gasp from his wife. But the blade was not for either of them but Gelakor himself. The Rider slit his palm with the steel, spilling blood across his hand. Sheathing the dagger, he used his dry hand to grip the side of Tiberian’s head, snatching at his greying dreadlocks, so he might crane the king’s neck.

Above them both, Orvax raised his front left leg and curled one of his claws to prick his own flesh. Holding it aloft, the silver dragon waited until a single drop of his otherworldly blood fell free.

It splashed against Tiberian’s forehead, jarring the king. Gelakor held him fast and pressed his wounded hand atop Orvax’s contribution, smothering King Thayne’s face in more blood. So too did he focus the intense magic through his voice and into his words.

“By command of the king! By the authority of my order! By the power of dragons! I, Gelakor, son of Felion, cast the House of Thayne into shadow! Never again shall its male heirs wield weapons born of the earth, lest they succumb to madness! Madness, I say!”

Every vein beneath Tiberian’s skin was bulging, as if his blood was swelling with added volume.

“Cursed are you!” Gelakor continued, his voice resonating with the cadence of a thousand men speaking in unison. “Cursed are your sons! And their sons, and their sons down through the long ages to come! Thus ends the light that was Kanofell! So too does this mark the end of our fair ballad! Never again will its melody reign over our victories, for I decree, until The Last Ballad of Hope is sung over those of House Thayne, marking their victory over the enemy, this curse will linger in their royal blood, rotting them to their roots!”

His words delivered, Gelakor felt his connection to the Realm of Magic lessen, the window into that world reduced by the will of Orvax.

Tears ran freely from King Tiberian’s bloodshot eyes, streaking his cheeks until they caught in his beard. Gelakor released him, allowing the lady of House Thayne to embrace her husband and bury her head in his shoulder. Behind them, the princes were too bewildered, if not frightened, of Orvax’s overbearing presence to acknowledge much else. The curse would make itself known to them before long. It was a hard world to survive without steel in hand.

The queen looked up at the Rider, desperation in her eyes. “If you forbid all from singing the ballad, it will fall from memory. The curse will never be lifted.”

“And those who died on this island will never rise again,” Gelakor retorted. “Your line is cursed. Be thankful you still have a line, for it is your misdeeds that brought an end to many a line in the fires of last night.”

“You can’t do this,” King Tiberian breathed, speaking for the first time since receiving his punishment.

“It is done,” Gelakor stated, looking down at the man on his knees.

Tiberian started forwards, shoving his wife free as he clung to Gelakor’s belt. “Everything can be undone! We will earn the ballad before it dims from memory! You will see! House Thayne will see it done!”

“This is a war of immortals, good king. It is likely your grandsons and their sons will have perished from old age before it is over. The Last Ballad of Hope won’t even be a whisper on the wind before your kin might rise to face The Dark One. Your only true hope lies in those yet to be born now. Pray that they walk a better path than you have…”
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1
AFTERMATH


Oblivion. It greeted the last son of House Thayne as he opened his eyes. Was this to be the sweet release of death, his mortal worries shrugged from troubled shoulders? Or was this to be a new realm of torment, where he might pay the price for failing to break his family’s curse?

Movement caught Cob’s attention, and he realised there was yet light in the afterlife, the faint gloom of a single torch blazing on the periphery. Lying on his back, the ranger turned to one side and laid eyes on a man—an Andaren.

A cleric guard.

He was sputtering, his blood finding its way between the slits in his finely crafted mask. The Andaren’s wheeze turned into a choking cough. It lasted no more than a few seconds before he grew still, taken by real death.

“Joran?” the Kedradi called out, his voice hoarse. “Androma? Green Leaf?”

Nothing.

Cob’s attention roamed beyond the dead guard, his mind trying to reconcile with the fact that he was very much alive. That didn’t mean he wasn’t in hell. Tall were the black walls of Azad-guul around him—around the pillar. It had been arrested before reaching its apex, revealing no more than two rows of skeletons, each of the long dead reposing in a private alcove.

They were important, that much clawed its way back through the murk that muddied the Kedradi’s mind.

Then it all came back to him.

The unbridled violence. The lurid bloodshed. The whisper and howl of his father’s voice in his ear, cheering him on.

“They’re just pigs!” the late Adonis of House Thayne had roared amidst the chaos. “So slaughter them like pigs!”

It seemed he had done just that. The circular chamber was littered with Andaren bodies, cleric guards all. They lay scattered between broken slabs of stone and debris. He hardly recalled why so much of the pyramid’s interior had fallen free, his memory struggling to conjure anything more than the brutality, if not the cruelty, of his actions.

His hand knocked against something cold and hard, and it scraped across the stone, disturbing the eerie silence that gripped the ancient chamber. His dark eyes landed on a sword, a scimitar favoured by the Andarens. It was coated in the blood of its makers.

Cob could still feel the grip of it in his hands. Steel moved in ways bone could not, be it through air or flesh. It had been exhilarating, stirring something deep and primal within him.

Still on the floor, the ranger crawled backwards, putting some distance between himself and the forbidden steel. His left hand soon reported something wet, turning his attention to the stone beneath him. Blood. He had encroached on the edge of a thick puddle of almost black fluid.

After examining his red hand, his gaze naturally explored the puddle until he found the source of the blood. Lifeless and distant were the eyes that gazed back at him. Aphrandhor. The wizard’s name hardly left his dry lips.

With a tentative hand, the ranger reached out and tugged at The Green Leaf’s robes. So much blood had drenched his clothes and stained his long white beard.

The memory of it carved through Cob’s mind, cleaving like the blade that had cut Aphrandhor’s throat. The steel had belonged to a weapon of power, an axe. As ever, Gallien had been wielding it, the weapon inexplicably at his beck and call.

A thousand apologies were on the tip of Cob’s tongue, his conscience laden with guilt for his inaction, when a scimitar came to rest on his shoulder, the curve of the blade brushing the short beard beneath his jaw. He glanced back, his eyes following the subtle bend in the weapon.

“I do not need eyes to see the madness that bloodies your hands.”

Androma stood over him, the scimitar gripped between bone-white knuckles. The cloth about her ruined eyes remained intact, if splattered with Andaren blood and frayed at the edges. Her short grey hair was matted to her forehead, plastered there by sweat. She looked every bit the warrior, as her centuries as a Dragon Rider had forged from the clay of her previous life.

And yet…

Cob saw something else about the woman. A cord of unease ran through Androma, a disquiet that could not be concealed by her usual indomitable persona. She was shaken. Afraid.

“Androma,” Cob voiced, her name leaving his lips little more than a croak.

“You would speak as a man but behave as a beast,” the old Rider snapped.

The ranger placed his fingers delicately against the steel at his throat. “Please,” he beseeched.

“You were an animal,” Androma interjected. “I have never known such savagery from you. Tell me,” she said, applying a notch of extra pressure to the edge of her scimitar, “am I speaking to the man or the monster?”

Cob glanced at the numerous bodies amassed around the chamber, most of which had been slain by his hand. It was their blood that stained the blue and cream of his battle skirt. It was their bloody handprints that smeared his cuirass of silver and bronze. That same blood had satiated the curse—for now.

“I am myself,” the Kedradi uttered.

Androma waited for the span of several heartbeats before withdrawing her weapon. Still, the old Rider held it firmly in both hands and kept it between the two of them.

Cob looked from her to Aphrandhor and back. “Androma,” he began, unsure how best to word the wizard’s fate. “The Green Leaf. He’s…”

“Dead,” Androma finished.

The ranger frowned, wondering if she had heard Aphrandhor’s demise and deduced his ultimate fate from the sound alone.

Androma crouched to one knee, the tip of the scimitar angled into the stone to support her. One hand reached out and explored the space in front of her until she gripped the robes about the dead man’s chest. She squeezed the fabric and sighed, her focus such that it seemed she was forcing the tragedy of his death into a single point that could be quashed before it overwhelmed her.

Their shared history spanned more than Cob’s entire lifetime, forming a bond the ranger couldn’t quite grasp. His empathy burdened him all the more. If it hadn’t been for his curse he could have intervened. He could have saved him.

“I had hoped you would live to see this war to its very end,” Androma said to the wizard, her words choked. “Find rest, old friend. You’ve earned it.”

“It was Gallien,” Cob whispered, hardly believing his own words.

“Gallien is dead,” Androma replied flatly. “If he ever truly existed,” she added dourly. “You saw what I heard. He finally remembered who he really is.”

Cob stood up and looked back through the fog of memory, the sights and sounds dimmed by the cursed drums that had beat in his soul. Then he stared at the skeletons with grim revelation renewed. They were each The Dark One, Skara Pendain.

“I don’t understand,” he confessed.

Androma remained by Aphrandhor’s side, her hand still enclosed about his robes. “If we are to believe our enemy, The Dark One has cheated death for untold millennia. The weapon of power we sought—the necklace. He used it again and again to transfer his mind from one body to another.”

As she said this, Cob looked from skeleton to skeleton, until he landed on the alcove numbered as ‘1’—Skara’s last apprentice before The Dark One was killed by the Dragon Riders of old.

The memories trapped in those particular bones would have been pure, undiluted by the millennia that followed in his bid to survive the grip of time. Those same memories had been poured into Gallien’s mind like molten iron, burning away every trace of the smuggler, of Joran’s father.

Androma finally stood up. “Such a life came with a price, of course.”

“His memory,” Cob said, recalling some of The Eldan’s words.

The Eldan!

The head of the Skaramangian order had stood in that very chamber. Where The Green Leaf was a life that should have been saved, The Eldan was a life that should have been taken. Another failure to be laid at his feet, the ranger decided.

“Each of these skeletons,” Cob continued, stepping towards the nearest alcove, “was another life he led. Another person he murdered to claim their body.”

“I wonder,” Androma mused, “how long it was before he went from being The Dark One in exile to a humble farmer, unaware of the life he had lived. It doesn’t matter now, I suppose. The truth of it came all too late. There are no gods. No Dark Ones. Only him. Only The Dark One. The Pendain. The First Rider.”

The Kedradi stepped back from the partially risen pillar, his mind steadily clearing the cobwebs.

“Skara Pendain shaped this world long before us,” The Eldan had told them, and with such reverence in his voice. “He gave us magic. He gave us dragons. And he would have given us peace, had he not been betrayed by his fellow Riders. That peace is what every Skaramangian fights for. And it begins here, now!”

The great evil they had all feared, the black truth behind the Skaramangians had been a… Dragon Rider. And the first by The Eldan’s account, if the wretch was to be trusted. It was yet another hard truth to swallow.

“Now he has returned,” Cob uttered, foreseeing a hopeless future for the realm, if a glimmer of hope for his own bloodline.

“He has returned and already possesses two weapons of power and has the might of the Skaramangians at his disposal,” Androma specified discouragingly.

Cob turned to Androma at speed. “Joran!” he exclaimed, ashamed that the boy had only just returned to him. “Where is Joran?” he growled, searching the deep shadows for any sign of the young half-blood.

For years he had searched for Joran at Aphrandhor’s side, and, for a time, he had positioned himself as the boy’s protector. That mandate came to a natural end when Joran flew to Drakanan astride his mother’s Aegre, but the need to guard the boy came flooding back after their reunion on Nareene.

Joran Pendain was yet the hope of them all.

“He’s gone,” Androma replied, her voice just audible.

“Gone?” the ranger echoed, his heart breaking all the more.

“He fled not long after The Dark One,” the old Rider explained, alleviating some of the Kedradi’s worry, though news of his departure brought fresh concerns into the light.

“He went after The Dark One?” Cob envisioned the boy dying at Skara’s hand—his only hand. “How can you be so calm?” he demanded of his companion.

“Joran didn’t leave here in search of a fight, Cob,” Androma answered wearily. “He fled so he might keep it safe.”

The ranger’s dark eyes narrowed. “Keep what safe?”

Androma tilted her head. “His dragon egg.”

Cob blinked. He hadn’t misheard her—not in so quiet a place. “Joran has a…” The ranger shook his head. “Where did he find a dragon egg?”

It was impossible, he decided, given the chaos that erupted after Skara’s return, but even more so given the lack of dragon eggs in the chamber itself.

Bleak as their world had become, the slight hint of a smile shaped Androma’s lips. “It had been with him all along, since he was born.”

Cob held back his stream of questions, desperately trying to recall if he had seen anything remotely close to resembling a dragon egg in the boy’s possession. He conjured nothing of the sort, of course, leaving him dumbfounded.

“I don’t understand,” he was forced to repeat.

“The first time I was here, when we knew this wretched place only as The Tomb, that same egg was found in a chamber beneath us. You have heard us speak of Daijen Saeth, yes?”

“The Vahlken,” Cob confirmed.

“Daijen found the egg, but only moments before the chamber imploded. We were both taken from our feet, but Daijen, it seemed, landed atop my satchel. We thought the egg lost forever—and I suppose it was,” she muttered. “Skara’s return destroyed the spells Aphrandhor placed upon my satchel. The contents were scattered, and the egg… well, it found exactly who it had been waiting for.”

There was no faith of man that Cob had ever put stock in, yet it was hard to ignore the hand of fate, of the divine even, when it was so clearly at work. He couldn’t fathom the events that had to have taken place to bring Joran and that egg together. Still, he couldn’t find it in him to praise the almighty Kaliban or even the All-Fate of his own people, not while he was standing next to his dead friend.

“We need to find him,” Androma stated. “He needs Kassanda’s instruction now more than ever.”

The pyramid shuddered, raining pumice down upon the two survivors. Cob looked up but failed to pierce the thick abyss that hung over them.

“We need to get out of—” Cob’s attention snapped to his right, where a section of the wall fell away.

The debris impacted in several places, taking the only torch with it. The flames were scattered and its light diminished, surviving by little more than embers. Only then did it dawn on the Kedradi that without that one torch, he would be plunged into darkness. Azad-guul was not a place to linger without sight.

“What is it?” the old Rider asked, hearing his frustration.

“I can barely see. The last of the light is about to die out.”

Androma turned away, seemingly in counsel with herself. “Can you see my satchel?”

Cob squinted his eyes and scanned the area. After lifting and moving aside an Andaren corpse, he found the battered satchel, its rough leather blackened and singed in areas. The contents littered the floor, the sundries just catching in the dying light. Everything from scrolls, books, and scraps of parchment to clothes, waterskins, and metallic trinkets.

“What am I looking for?” the ranger enquired.

“A glass vial, no bigger than your finger,” came the instruction.

The glass proved easy to locate, its surface reflecting the light where all else absorbed it. Of the four, two had smashed, spilling their liquid across the ancient stone. Cob picked up the remaining two and tilted the vials to discern the colour of their contents.

“I have a red one and a… black one.” The latter was a guess, for the liquid was too dark to say anything else.

“The black one has gone off,” Androma informed him. “Discard it,” she commanded. “You must consume the red vial.”

The Kedradi paused. “I have to drink it? Why?”

“Do you want to find your way out of here?” Androma posed as the very last of the light dwindled to nothing.

In the pitch black and out of options, Cob had to trust his companion. With his thumb he popped the cork and made the mistake of smelling the concoction. It was terribly caustic with a lingering scent that was all too sweet for the ranger.

“Drink it,” the old Rider insisted.

Down in one it disappeared, burning hot inside Cob’s throat. He groaned and tossed the vial away. Had he ever tasted anything quite so foul? And for what? He remained standing in a darkness so thick he couldn’t see his hands in front of his face.

The Kedradi spat on the floor. “Now what?”

“Do you still have your Glimmer salts? The ones mixed with safida spices.”

Cob immediately explored the belt about his waist—their Skaramangian captors had deprived him of weaponry alone. He soon found a vial not dissimilar to the one Androma had directed him to. He gave it a shake next to his ear and heard the granules rattling inside.

“Brace yourself,” the old Rider warned.

Again, the ranger paused. Inhaling Glimmer salts and safida spices was unpleasant at the best of times, and he was very much alert in that moment. Still, he knew better than to ignore Androma. He twisted the cork free and brought the vial up to his nose.

As it would, the scent assaulted him with abandon. His heart quickened, doubling its beat within seconds. It felt as if all the blood in his body had rushed up into his head, where it threatened to burst through every orifice it could find.

And that was not all…

Cob gasped as the chamber came to life, the shadows banished and replaced with a vibrancy he couldn’t have measured in the light of day. So too did its every smell find him, filling his nose with death, cold blood, and the acrid discharge of magic. His own sweat mixed with Androma’s, the two odours quite distinct.

It took the Kedradi a moment to get past the sound of his own blood coursing through his veins before he heard the scurrying of rats and the creaking of Androma’s bones.

“What is this?” The sound of his own voice was far too loud, as if a bell had been rung inside his skull.

“Oh good. That potion must be nearly thirty years old. I wasn’t sure it would still work.”

Cob winced at her every word. “What is it?” he breathed, gazing at the chamber, its secrets laid bare.

“An Andaren concoction,” Androma replied. “I came across it some forty years ago, during my time in Ka’vairn. It heightens one’s senses when subjected to the dark.”

“This is how you see?”

“Not all the time,” she admitted. “The potion only works when your blood is racing. As you calm, the effects will lessen. Now make haste, Ranger, you only have an hour before it wears off, and that was my very last vial.”

“I took your last one?” The Kedradi would rather have attempted escape in the dark than rob her of sight.

“Do not fret for me. After years of consuming the potion, I no longer require it. The magic therein has become permanent. I simply need the right circumstances.”

“I’ve known you for years—you never said.”

“You never asked. And I don’t think I’m the only one who has kept secrets, son of House Thayne.”

Cob opened and closed his mouth. There was a conversation to be had, and soon he knew, given what he had done in that chamber. But that time had yet to arrive. They needed to get out of Azad-guul, and within the hour.

“What are you doing?” Androma asked, hearing the ranger as he picked up Aphrandhor’s body.

“Bringing him with us,” Cob clarified. “He doesn’t deserve to be left down here.”

“He wouldn’t care,” the old Rider told him, ever the pragmatist.

“I care,” the Kedradi replied firmly, carrying the wizard in both arms. “This way,” he said, sighting the towering double doors across the darkness.

Beyond the chamber of the dead, it wasn’t long before Cob caught a new taste on his tongue. It was dull, unusual on his pallet, and mixed with dry blood. Draven bone. With Androma at his side, who had wisely taken her own breath of Glimmer salts and safida spices, the two took a sharp turn to their right, away from the feel of fresh air that beckoned them onwards.

They found no room at the end of their trail but a simple alcove steeped in as much shadow as everything else in the bowels of Azad-guul. The alcove, however, was inhabited by a very rare set of weapons, an arsenal found only in the southern lands of Erador, where the sands of Qalanqath swept over the earth as a dry ocean.

With care, Cob laid Aphrandhor on the floor before equipping his weaponry. With every piece he fastened to his person he felt that much more complete. The weight of his quiver and its arrows gave him the balance he sought. It was perfectly complemented by his bow of Skalagat bone, the limbs hewn from a monster of bark. On his right hip sat his short-sword, the pale blade angled off-centre and lined with great fangs on one side. It sat comfortably beside his dagger of Wither bone, a small weapon compared to his scimitar of Draven bone.

Its weight and balance were the familiar characteristics of an old friend that had seen him through many battles. There could be no scabbard for such a blade, and so he clipped it to his belt, just above the weapon’s rounded guard.

By the time he was finished, Androma had her silvyr broadsword sheathed and strapped to her belt, freeing her hands to hold Ilithranda’s atori short-sword. Cob could taste it on the air, the unusual strands upon strands of Weaver’s silk that tinted the blade bronze. It was more than just a weapon to the old Rider. It connected her in some way to Joran’s mother, a friend Androma only spoke reverently about. After sharing a moment with the short-sword, she sheathed it and strapped it to her back so the hilt poked over her right shoulder.

“What of this?” Cob asked, picking up The Green Leaf’s staff.

“I can make use of that,” Androma replied, holding out her hand to take ownership. Much like the atori blade, the old Rider handled the staff with a touch of affection, her bony hands now running over the meshes of Demetrium that coiled about the staff here and there.

There remained one last weapon in the alcove.

“Take this.”

Androma thrust out her arm, offering the ranger a blade of steel and fine craftsmanship. It paled compared to Androma’s Dragon Rider sword, but Yalaqin was not to be dismissed. The Green Leaf’s sword—Fire Breather in the old tongue—was double-edged and intriguingly always lacking the damage one would expect to see on a blade so frequently used. Its hilt, designed to accommodate two hands, was bound in green leather, where it met a disc-shaped pommel of brilliant silver, a curious spider etched into the steel.

Cob’s fingers tightened about the strap of his quiver. He wanted the sword more than anything in that moment, his craving to wield steel never far from his thoughts.

“I cannot take that,” he said, voice strained.

“Tradition?” Androma queried. “Or is it something else?” Her tone suggested her suspicions lay with the latter. When the Kedradi didn’t answer, the old Rider thrust it at him again. “I’m not asking you to fight with it, Cob. I’m also not carrying anymore swords than I already have. Put those strapping back muscles of yours to use, eh?”

Those same muscles were tense as he grabbed the weapon in its black scabbard and gazed at the hilt, hardly aware that Androma had already walked away.

“Come along,” she called back.

The ranger’s free hand was fastened about Yalaqin’s green hilt. He drew the blade naught but an inch to spy the steel he could actually taste and smell.

Distant were the drums that began to beat in his mind, but beat they did.

Cob quickly slotted the sword back into place, and the drums ceased to plague him. He then slung Yalaqin over one shoulder where he could no longer see it. With Aphrandhor’s lifeless body back in his arms, Cob relied on his supernatural senses while he still had them and caught up with his companion.

Following the touch of cool air, the pair inevitably found themselves standing at the base of the same shaft that had allowed them to descend into Azad-guul. The day had awoken beyond the pyramid’s constant night, revealing a blue sky above them.

Cob could feel Androma’s elixir fading in the light, his senses returning to their ordinary state. How dull they felt after having been so aware of his surroundings. Still, it was better that he could no longer taste and smell the death that clung to The Green Leaf in his arms.

Androma lifted her head to the opening above them and sniffed the air.

“What is it?” Cob asked.

“Dragon’s fire,” she said, and with a note of apprehension.

The Kedradi considered the schism within the order. Gone were the days when a dragon’s presence could be relied upon to keep the peace or keep the enemy at bay.

Cob eyed the mechanisms that controlled the platform. “It will take two of us to work it.”

And so it did, after the platform was brought down to meet them. The pair took it in turns to ascend, with Cob rising first while Androma operated the crank at the base.

Upon reaching the top, however, the Kedradi was taken aback by the world that greeted him. He turned in a tight circle to assess the devastation, noting the fires that still burned, the fallen trees, damaged pyramid, and strewn bodies.

It seemed every Skaramangian who had been guarding the island was dead, their corpses either blackened to bark, flattened under dragon foot, or torn to indescribable pieces. None of their buildings had survived, each succumbing to the same fate as the humans who had inhabited them. Smoke drifted through it all, doing its best, yet failing, to conceal the massacre.

“Cob?”

Androma’s call cajoled him from the scene. After offloading Aphrandhor, his body placed to one side, the ranger used the controls on the surface to send the platform back down and bring the old Rider up.

As he had, Androma remained on the platform for a moment, though she took it all in with her enhanced senses, her mind always in darkness and the Glimmer salts and safida spices still burning in her nose.

Moving through a cloud of smoke, Cob scrutinised the tree line that surrounded Azad-guul, where so much of it had been crushed, snapped, and uprooted. “What happened up here?”

Looking back at his companion, Androma was tilting her head, positioning her ear to the north. At the same time, her left hand slid up to the hilt on her waist.

“Androma?”

The old Rider drew her silvyr blade in response. The ranger was quick to mimic her, retrieving his Draven scimitar as he adopted a battle stance.

The ground quaked beneath his boots, thunderous booms that tore through Verda’s foundations. The trees to the north gave way to something massive, their trunks splintering as the canopy rustled in a flurry of leaves.

All at once, the tree line exploded, and an ear-piercing roar ripped across the island. Cob’s instincts put him back a step as the hulking green dragon rammed its way onto the site. It flexed damaged wings and shook its ravaged head before unleashing another roar that blew out Androma’s dark robes.

Then came the fire.


2
BACK TO THE BEGINNING


19 Years Ago…

History repeated itself, the present an echo of that which had come before. It was a most disturbing concept given what lay in the depths of Verda’s history, of the dark wizards and corrupted Dragon Riders who had given in to their violent delights and sundered the world in days ancient and past.

No place in all the realm was a better example of this than Harendun. The Undying City, as it was commonly referred to, was a battleground both Andara and Erador refused to give up. Time and time again, it succumbed to sieges and occupations, its buildings brought down and its people displaced.

That cruel cycle continued now, with red sails scattered across Andara’s shores and men of Erador charging up the beaches. They had already breached the Sea Gate and scaled the eastern walls, bringing the menace of war to the streets of Harendun.

The bloody work of it all was reflected in the icy blue eyes of a Vahlken, the warrior perched upon the sloping roof of a spire. Daijen Saeth had seen this before, in a previous life, a life before the pits of Handuin, a life before the weight of the world burdened his every waking hour.

Harendun had been where it all began. He had watched the same scene unravel in his youth from a rooftop not far from where he rested. Like then, the humans were invading, determined to gain a foothold on Andaren soil.

He could still hear that fateful missile, launched from a catapult, as it crashed through the tower, killing his fellow messenger guard and the messenger himself. His actions thereafter, saving the paragon in command before going on to rescue Ilithranda and Elivar, put him on the path of Handuin, a long and brutal road that had spanned many decades, placing him, once again, in that very city.

In truth, Daijen knew it had been a shorter road that had brought him back to The Undying City. That road had spanned a little more than twenty years, spiralling out of Ka’vairn’s demise and the parting of ways with friends and allies. The time was a blink in the eye of an Andaren, yet his mind then lingered on what had felt like long years without Ilithranda by his side, without his sister by his side. His pride had pushed her away, though that had proved to be the least of the troubles caused by his hubris.

Crystal clear were the memories of any Vahlken, and so The Valtorak’s final moments played out perfectly behind Daijen’s eyes. He could even feel the resistance as his atori short-sword plunged through the master’s chest.

With every scrap of discipline he could muster, Daijen put it all behind him, lest he lose focus. A war zone was the last place for any mind to wander the old halls of heartbreak. What was done could not be undone. That same cold, hard fact reminded him, as ever, that there was only forwards.

And the Vahlken was in Harendun for reason.

From secret strongholds to hidden lairs, he had used the last two decades to carve a bloody trail across the Skaramangian network, all in search of him, the archivist. It had taken ten years just to learn he existed and another twelve years to track him down. But the Vahlken never left one place without having squeezed the next location out of the surviving Skaramangian—and they always talked.

Daijen stepped off the roof and dropped like a stone, one boot skidding down the wall. Almost halfway down the tower, he pushed off with that same foot and crossed the gap, bringing him atop the next roof. He collapsed into a roll and came up in a dead sprint, taking him across three more rooftops in a matter of seconds.

Below, the streets roared with battle and the clamour of sword and shield. For all the hate and rage that had been fuelled between the two nations, those bearing the scaled sword of Blood Etragon and those who bore the broken circle and sunburst of House Lhoris shared so much in death. By then, of course, it was too late to see their similarities and find any common ground.

There was only more war.

Somewhere in the chaos of that, the Skaramangians were toiling. They hunted for weapons of power, the same weapons crafted by their dark lord. Simultaneously, they scoured the world in search of the fallen deities—Skara’s Golems in truth, his living grimoire the clerics had convinced all were gods.

And why were the Skaramangians attempting to amass The Dark One’s weapons and gather his four monstrous children? The answer had come to Daijen years past and filled his bones with dread.

They were preparing.

“The days are shadowed by approaching night,” the prisoner had declared during those grim days, when the Ankala had been in full swing. “The war to devour all wars has come again. He who lies entombed in the dark will rise and the fires with him. Death cannot hold him. He will stand amidst four pillars of his own creation, and with them he will harness the power of the world. Of every world.”

Skara Pendain was set to return. It had been seen.

The Vahlken couldn’t fathom how, when, or where, but the Skaramangians were burning the world in order to be ready for it. But they weren’t the only ones prepared to get blood on their hands in the name of preparation. Unfortunately for the ancient cult, it was to be their blood that marred Daijen’s hands.

After prowling the city for three days, always watching and listening, the Vahlken had come to learn which district housed his prey. Having hunted Skaramangians for so long now, he also knew how to spot them amidst his kin.

In the north, not far from Harendun’s sprawling markets, Daijen hung over the edge of a building, his body braced by a single hand and foot. There he spied his targets. If they hadn’t been easy to spot by the way they moved and interacted with those around them, they certainly were by the direction they were heading in. The street was crammed with soldiers in bronze armour and black cloaks, warriors all, rushing to the west in a bid to meet the human invaders.

The Skaramangians were like salmon, heading up stream and against the current.

The war to them was little more than a smokescreen, a theatre in which everyone else was to partake in the play while they operated in the background, unseen.

So too did the Vahlken move unseen. He dashed to the next rooftop, keeping in line with the small party of Skaramangians. They were slowed by the heavy packs they carried, each laden with tools that suggested they were intent on digging.

They eventually arrived at an open archway that led into a building complex with a square courtyard at its heart. Judging by the two cleric guards positioned on either side of that archway, the Skaramangians had taken control of the entire building.

It was a larger operation than the previous one he had interrupted. The logical conclusion was a Golem. At least they believed they had discovered the location of one—the last one. Ahnir’s bones rested in God Fall, far to the west and beyond the touch of all but the Skaramangians. They had since taken collection of Govhul, whose remains had been found by Mordrith Underborn in the depths of The Morthil Mountains. Androma and The Green Leaf had revealed the existence of a third in The Silver Trees of Akmar, where the Jainus maintained possession.

That only left one, be it Meliax or Yohem.

Daijen didn’t care which. He didn’t even care about locating the missing Golem. Defeating The Dark One had put the Vahlken on a different path.

Slipping away from the edge, Daijen retreated across the rooftop and quietly made his way down into the alley, where none could see him descend. Pausing at the corner, he waited, getting a feel for the environment. Battle had a way of igniting the air, especially in the close quarters of a city, where you could always hear the fighting but not always see it.

“They say he’s here,” one of the passing soldiers said to his comrade beside him, “inside the city.”

“That’s nonsense,” another replied. “Edris Vanhaven was captured years ago—in this city.”

“You don’t know that,” a third retorted.

“I was stationed at The Triden when they brought him back,” came the protest. “I saw him in chains with my own eyes.”

Daijen allowed them to pass without incident. He had heard the human name a few times over the last couple of years, but the intricacies of the war no longer interested him. Let the players move across the board as they will—the Vahlken had come to accept that he didn’t have the power to stop them. Instead, he would position himself to take the snake’s head when the time was right.

Stepping into the afternoon light, Daijen fell in behind the group of soldiers and followed them down the street. While his armour remained that of his order, the tanned cuirass and layered pauldrons of Weaver’s silk and tooled leather, his cloak was the black cloth of an ordinary soldier. He had left his fur cloak of victory outside the city walls, along with his bronze short-sword, both of which were symbols of his status.

He now walked with hunched shoulders to conceal some of his height and the hood up to shadow his face. For a time, he had done this in the belief that all Vahlken had been branded as traitors, for he himself had stolen the Helm of Ahnir and left numerous bodies in his wake fleeing the palace in Aran’saur. That had felt compounded when the clerics arrived at Ka’vairn’s doorstep with a battalion of soldiers from The Saible.

This had since been disproved, his position as a Vahlken still lauded by the people and soldiers alike. Interrogating the Skaramangians had revealed the truth, that they had taken from their own stock of human slaves and loyal Andarens to assault Ka’vairn, their movements and motivations unknown to the masses. Indeed, it was unknown to all that the Helm of Ahnir had been taken from the palace, the event covered up.

Still, Daijen didn’t want to give the soldiers of Harendun any hope that a Vahlken fought alongside them. He was there to ensure both realms had a future free of the Skaramangian shadow.

At speed, he peeled away from the soldiers and darted between the two cleric guards stationed outside the archway. All too late did they realise someone had passed beyond the threshold and made a sharp right turn. They called after him, abandoning their posts to pursue him inside.

Only after covering another twenty feet did Daijen stop at their command, his back to them. They could see he was armed by the scimitar hanging from his belt, and so they both drew their own weapon as they approached.

“This area is off limits,” one of them barked, his voice slightly muffled from inside his silver mask, its features displaying a finely crafted Andaren face.

“Apologies,” the Vahlken replied, his hands rising in surrender.

One of the guards remained at his back while the other rounded Daijen to face him. As he did, the Andaren’s eyes, seen only through the holes in his mask, roamed across the Vahlken’s armour. By the time he was looking at Daijen’s face, the last son of House Saeth was smiling, and wickedly so.

The cleric guard almost managed to sound his alarm before the Vahlken snapped into action, his fist hammering the Andaren in front of him while his leg kicked back and slammed into the one at his rear. Simultaneously, both guards landed on their backs, too dazed to understand what was happening.

The Vahlken moved like a wraith, as if he glided through the world, free of the chains that confined mortals. He dropped low and skidded across the floor, bringing him atop the guard who had faced him. In two hands, he gripped the Andaren’s head and bashed it once into the floor before twisting his neck out of alignment. He heard the bones crunch as the guard behind him was rising to his feet.

Daijen didn’t hesitate. Nor did he miss. There came a chink of metal as he tore free the Arkalon from the dead guard, the golden chain snapping between the holy book and his belt. Powered by Vahlken strength, it struck the surviving cleric guard in the face, denting his mask. Once again, he was flung onto his back, his hands desperately trying to remove the damaged mask.

He might have succeeded had Daijen not coiled his arms around the Andaren’s throat and squeezed. He spluttered and groaned and kicked his legs repeatedly, but there was no breaking free from that hold. Only Death would have him now.

Daijen lay the body down with care, not wanting to make any more noise than he already had. Like a ghost, he then navigated the building that surrounded the courtyard, taking to the first floor. From the mezzanine, only feet behind a patrolling Skaramangian adept, he observed his quarry. They were, indeed, preparing a dig site, their equipment spread out across the courtyard and a fine wire encircling the particular area where they intended to begin.

Dotted about were more adepts, though they were not the armed warriors of the clerics but simply the secret militia of the Skaramangians. Cleric guards were good for maintaining religious authority, keeping any prying eyes away from their work, while the rest were no better than fodder, fools who believed the lies of The Eldan and the upper echelons of the Skaramangian order.

Daijen resisted the urge to drop in and feed them his sword. Instead, he waited, clinging to what shadows there were. He needed to locate the one in charge, the archivist. It was said, by those who died saying it, that he possessed as much knowledge as The Eldan, having studied Skaramangian secrets from the warlocks themselves.

“This is too big,” one of the Skaramangians snapped, walking into the courtyard from a side door. “The preliminary hole has only to fit a single one of us. Should we discover the bones, the site can be adapted. Think!” he chastised. “There’s a war going on out there. We need to be in and out.”

That had to be him. The archivist.

Daijen’s cool eyes narrowed on the man. He wasn’t a warrior by any means. There weren’t many telltale signs of an aged Andaren, but what signs there were, around his eyes and in the pallor of his skin, informed the Vahlken that he was pushing four hundred years old. With the potential to live up to six hundred years, he was only just over halfway. It was still a long time to have potentially amassed Skaramangian secrets.

“Halt!”

The clipped tone and sharp command came from Daijen’s right, where one of the patrolling adepts had spotted him. By the sound of his footsteps, the Vahlken was able to place his distance from the Skaramangian. While those in the courtyard craned their necks to spy the commotion, Daijen was taking his shogue in hand, his fingers carefully uncoiling the slender rope. He could feel the weight of the blade hanging on the end, the weapon concealed by his cloak.

For an uncomfortably long moment, Daijen locked eyes with the archivist. What promise there was in his icy blue eyes—a promise of the suffering to come. It unnerved the aged Andaren, putting him back a step as the adept advanced on the Vahlken. A question was being demanded of Daijen, but he took no heed—the adept was good as dead.

A second later and he was just that.

The shogue was launched from within the folds of his cloak with enough power behind it to pierce the Skaramangian’s leather cuirass. It disappeared inside his chest with a wet thud. With some slack in the rope, Daijen hopped over the railing, pulling the collapsing adept into the stone baluster. His body went no further, and the rope snapped taut, allowing the Vahlken to swing under the mezzanine and drive his feet into a pair of adepts entering the courtyard. Leaving the shogue where it was for the time being, he freed the scimitar from the scabbard on his hip.

So slender and elegant, the curve on the end of the blade was subtle yet sharp. Daijen proved as much when he flicked it round and sliced the throat of an oncoming Skaramangian—one of the workers who thought a pick-axe would suffice. Of the two adepts bowled over by the Vahlken’s landing, the only one who managed to rise again was blinded by the spray of blood that flew from the edge of Daijen’s scimitar. It halted his attack just long enough for the Vahlken to grab him roughly by the side of his head and drive his skull down into the floor, his legs flung up into the air. As his skull cracked, the Vahlken was already diving into a roll, propelling him into the cluster of workers who were scattering like ants.

Having guessed at their fate, the workers and scholars among their number were running for their lives, for none had been brought into the Skaramangian fold to fight its enemies. That didn’t mean their work was any less dangerous than a Skaramangian with a sword in their hand. Knowing as much as he did about their true motivations, they were even more dangerous in Daijen’s eyes.

His honour was brought into question, as it always was when he faced that particular branch of the Skaramangian order. There was a time when that question would have caused him to hesitate, to falter in his duty as a Vahlken and a sworn enemy of The Dark One. But that time was gone, dying with the same Andaren whose words reminded him what he was fighting for.

“You would have taken what is theirs and left them to die?” Ilithranda had questioned of The Valtorak, who had felt the weapons of power should have been taken from The Green Leaf and Mordrith. “There is no honour in that,” she had stated.

“Does it honour those now doomed to die in this war because you failed to act?”

What good was honour when those who would hold you in such regard were dead, their lives ended because that quality was considered

The Valtorak’s response would live in Daijen for the rest of his days. It had also spelled the end of many a Skaramangian over the years since.

Sliding across the floor on his hip, the scimitar whipped out and slashed at two of them making for the doors. The next to taste his blade was pinned to one of the mezzanine’s supporting pillars, their chest pierced by steel. Fear drove two others to swing at the Vahlken, each wielding no more than a pitiful digging implement. A swift kick folded one of them in half and launched them across the courtyard, where they rolled over themselves, limb after limb, until their head cracked against the wall.

The other of the pair was seized mid-swing while Daijen’s scimitar was left protruding from the pillar and a corpse. The Skaramangian cried out in the vice-like grip of a Vahlken and wailed when his wrist was bent back, his right knee shoved out of alignment, and a knotted fist rammed into his jaw. On one good knee and in severe pain, he was at Daijen’s mercy, a virtue he had long discarded.

Snap.

The Vahlken released the worker’s lolling head and stepped over the body after it fell at his feet. The archivist was backing away, retreating into the shadow beneath the mezzanine. There was a spark of hope in his golden eyes when two more adepts rushed into the courtyard, their blades in hand.

Be it Daijen’s armour, height, or the sheer number of bodies that littered the courtyard, there was some recognition that they faced a deadly opponent. Testifying to the rigorous training the Skaramangians put their people through, the two adepts split up and forced the Vahlken to divide his attention. In truth, Daijen’s attention remained on the aged Andaren slipping away along the back wall.

One strong yank pulled the scimitar free and allowed the dead worker to drop to the floor. A weapon in his hand granted him some extra distance from the two adepts, who both fell back a step, their eyes locked on the blood that dripped from its curved edge. Daijen, however, had no intention of bringing the blade to bear against them.

The hilt twisted in his grip, the steel whistling as it cut through the air and came to rest beside his head, as if he held a spear aloft. It whistled one more time. The archivist let loose a piercing scream, his left leg skewered by the scimitar. Unaccustomed to violence and bloodshed—if not pain altogether—the older Andaren went into shock after crashing into the floor.

The two adepts saw their chance and pounced as one. They were sluggish by a Vahlken’s perception, their lunges too slow and too obvious. He had only to pivot, shifting his shoulders and hips, to evade both blades at the same time. As he did so, Daijen slipped a dagger from one of his enemy’s belts and pivoted once more, bringing the smaller weapon round in a reverse grip.

The dagger ran one way then the other, slashing and slicing through the nearest adept before one final blow—a swift jab to the head—robbed him of life. Slick with blood, the small blade wholly occupied the surviving Skaramangian’s gaze. He was losing his nerve, as most did in the shadow of a Vahlken.

“Will you die fighting?” Daijen asked him bluntly. “Or will you die running?”

For a moment, it seemed the Skaramangian was incapable of answering that, caught somewhere between courage and fear. It was hard to fight one’s survival instincts though. The adept exploded into a dead run, fleeing in the hope of seeing another day. As far as Daijen was concerned, he was damned from the moment the Skaramangians branded him, their sigil just visible on the inside of his wrist.

The Vahlken was already turning away from the escaping Andaren when he casually launched the dagger in his direction. He didn’t need to look to know that the blade found its end in the back of his neck, killing him instantly—though he heard the body meet the floor.

That left only one…

His face streaked with blood, Daijen Saeth strode across the courtyard and crouched before the lead Skaramangian. The fool was fumbling with a pouch on his belt, desperately trying to remove something so small it required pinching between finger and thumb. The Vahlken knew at once what it was and snatched the archivist’s wrist before he could touch the object to his lips.

Daijen easily prised the chalky tablet from his grip and tossed it away. “Poison can’t save you now,” he said, having seen other high-ranking Skaramangians use the work of the clerics to avoid interrogation. “What’s your name?”

Terrified and still in the embrace of shock and no small amount of pain, the Andaren could only stare at him, his pale skin dripping with sweat.

Daijen grabbed the hilt of his scimitar, eliciting a deep groan from the Skaramangian. “What’s your name?”

“Elik,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Then you are the one I have been searching for. Do you know who I am, Elik?”

The Skaramangian blinked, his eyes glistening. “Yes,” he uttered.

“I have questions, Elik. Questions no one has asked before.” Daijen tilted his head, bringing the Skaramangian’s gaze back to his and away from the sword in his leg. “But that doesn’t mean you don’t have the answers. Since you know who I am, you must also know what happens if you refuse me.”

A single tear streaked down Elik’s cheek as he nodded once.

“Good.” Daijen pulled his scimitar free without warning, dragging a scream from Elik’s lips. “Let us begin.”


3
BOUND APART


There was no heat in all of Verda like that produced by dragon fire. The blazing torrent ejected billows of burning air in every direction. The waves washed over Cob, forcing him to shade his eyes from the sting of it. Still, the ranger was able to see the flames, blinding though they were, as they crossed the site at terrifying speed, hot winds spiralling outward in chaos.

Androma should have been engulfed, her body consumed and charred to a black husk by the fire—yet she was not. The old Dragon Rider defied the years that weighed upon her and avoided certain death by a hair’s breadth. The platform she had been standing on was destroyed in her wake, the wood and chains melted while she made the leap and secured her grasp on the edge of the pit.

The dragon advanced further into the site, its nostrils flaring and sharp eyes narrowing. Cob required no more than a glance to see the tapestry of wounds that raked the dragon’s scaled body. So much of the green was smeared with red, the blood still oozing from deep gashes and puncture marks. Its wings were so badly damaged, the membranes almost non-existent, that it seemed impossible the creature would ever fly again.

The assessment was made in the span of a heartbeat—the same amount of time it took the Kedradi to nock an arrow in his bow. There was no time to think of the consequences he was about to exact on himself, of the burning death he was about to invite. He had to give Androma time to climb over the lip of the shaft and flee.

And so his arrow was let loose, set to sail upon a trajectory that he hoped would gain the dragon’s attention. Indeed it did, the missile having lodged itself in the creature’s gum, evoking a pained sneer from the dragon. With only one blue eye still in its enormous head, the creature had to turn its gaze ninety degrees to see the ranger.

A sharp and repugnant word was bitten off the ranger’s lips, spoken in Ked, his native tongue.

Then he ran.

It was futile he soon realised, for every step the dragon made towards him counted for almost a dozen of his own fleeing strides. Every clawed foot that pressed into the earth sent thunderous vibrations up through Cob’s legs, physically reminding him that he was taking his last breaths.

For the second time, the tree line exploded. The Kedradi skidded to a halt, his eyes trying to make sense of the blur and flailing limbs that shot past him. The figure scored a line through the dirt before coming to a stop on the edge of a building’s remains.

A Dragon Rider!

That much was obvious by the pauldrons and vambraces of green scales that protected his shoulders and forearms, along with the tattered remains of his tan cloak. Despite the considerable force that must have struck the Rider, he rose from the small impact site and broke into a charge with almost the same velocity that had cast him from the trees.

He was met by another Dragon Rider.

Her naked scalp was decorated with fine tattoos, most of which had been marred by grazes and shallow cuts. Her black skin was nearly identical in tone to Cob’s own and, like his, was coated in a sheen of well-earned sweat.

The two warriors collided in a storm of silvyr, barring the ranger’s escape path. Daring to look behind him, Cob had to crane his neck to see the dragon bearing down on him—it meant to eat the Kedradi.

What was a mere mortal to do in the face of such raw power? He possessed neither weapon nor wit capable of fending off the snapping jaws of a ravenous dragon. What he did possess, however, was a degree of luck, the last ingredient to any survival story.

Cob threw himself to the ground, unable to remain on his feet in the shadow of a second and even larger dragon.

Trees that had stood tall and grown wide for centuries were snapped like twigs, forced to give way to an unparalleled predator of white scales. The second dragon rammed the first, its horned head smashing into its throat mere moments before it could ensnare the ranger. The blow extorted a garbled moan from the green dragon, its feet staggering and folding under the weight of the body. The ground quaked beneath its collapse, yet it did nothing to jolt the two Riders from their melee.

Cob could see them from his place on the ground, the Kedradi now stuck between two conflicts he couldn’t hope to join. The Riders danced and skipped across the scorched earth, their fine blades whistling and ringing in the ancient song of battle. The magic they employed distorted the air, be it in the ripples they caused or the vibrations that reached the ranger’s ears.

It was all drowned out by the white dragon.

Without hesitation, Cob abandoned his bow and clamped both hands to his ears, protecting them from a roar so vociferous and intense it should have cracked Verda in half. Even that wasn’t enough to shut it out, the strident sound of it assaulting his very bones.

Somehow, the green dragon found the courage to rise and face its opponent, though it seemed a new injury had been scored on the side of its neck, stab wounds from the white dragon’s horns. Both punctures bled profusely and the creature wavered on its feet, its tail heavy and flat on the ground behind it.

A short, sharp growl escaped between the white dragon’s teeth before it charged forwards. It was a sight to behold, the larger of the two rearing up at the last second, one clawed foot rising like a mace. That colossal foot hammered the green dragon as a dwarven smith might hammer their anvil.

The ground quaked for a second time when the creature slammed into the earth, its tongue pierced by a sharp tooth. The white dragon gave no quarter, stepping on its neck to pin it in place.

“Orvast!” the Dragon Rider exclaimed, his green-scaled armour almost as bloodied as his reptilian companion.

The white dragon hung its head over its beaten kin and exclaimed in a language all its own. It seemed a white fire that spat forth, only it was no fire at all. Vast amounts of steam were expelled from the jet of liquid ice that quickly coated the green dragon’s head. Its thrashing slowly came to a complete stop as its blood was frozen in the veins and arteries.

Rage or thoroughness, Cob could not rightly say, but the white dragon proceeded to drag one of its heavy feet across the hard and icebound skull. Its claws dug deep and the weight of it cracked the ice, reducing the head to chunks of frosted green and red.

“No!” the Dragon Rider bellowed, his eyes filled with tears.

Perhaps that was why he did not see the silvyr blade coming for his heart. Perhaps that was why he did not care.

He gasped as the blade pierced both him and then his cloak, the blow bringing him to his knees. Not once did the Rider tear his gaze from the dead dragon, not even to glimpse the sword before it struck off his head.

Unsure as to whether he was in the presence of friend or foe, Cob rose to his feet with one hand gripped to his Draven scimitar. He had no idea what he would do if either the Rider or the dragon gave him cause to wield it, but the feel of the leather bound around the hilt gave him a false sense of security.

“Kassanda?” came Androma’s call, slicing through the tension.

The blind warrior was circumnavigating the smoking shaft at the heart of the site and making to approach. She did so with The Green Leaf’s staff in both hands, its end used to probe the ground at her feet. How she was able to maintain a calm and steady heartbeat after the attack confounded the Kedradi, who could still feel his pounding in his chest. It was the sunlight alone that kept the old Rider’s elixir from exaggerating his senses—if, indeed, it was still in his system.

“How many lives do you have, Androma?” the bald Rider questioned, her silvyr blade grating against the interior of her scabbard as it slid home.

“More than I care for,” Androma replied dourly.

“You must be Cob,” Kassanda assumed, “the ranger.”

The Kedradi stood a little straighter. “I am. You must be Kassanda Grey, the Dragon Rider.”

“What gave me away?” she replied with stinging wit.

The massive white dragon exhaled sharply, giving Androma pause before reaching them.

“Garganafan,” she greeted with a touch of reverence, her head bowed. “I would know your voice in a congregation of thousands.”

Garganafan lowered his head and drew in a long breath through his nostrils.

“He can smell Maegar on you,” Kassanda said, lending voice to the dragon’s thoughts. “Our grief for him is yet to lessen.”

Androma became very still, her thoughts and emotions veiled by stoicism born of her own grief. “Orvast,” she said, naming the dead dragon.

She was just as close to the corpse as Cob was, allowing her to feel the cold air that clung to the area.

“You have killed Jaxus, then,” she continued assumingly.

Kassanda regarded the headless body at her feet. “I have,” the Rider replied, her voice lacking enough emotion as to conceal her feelings on the matter.

“What happened here?” Androma asked.

“Have you seen, Joran?” Cob demanded.

“Joran was tracking you to Taraktor,” Kassanda explained, moving away from Jaxus’s body parts. “We tracked him here.” The Rider looked directly at Androma. “We were not the only ones tracking him.”

Androma tilted her head, as if she could see Orvast. “Baelon Vos,” the old Rider declared, her knuckles paling around Aphrandhor’s staff.

Cob’s attention snapped to Kassanda. “The Dragonlord?”

“Self-proclaimed,” the Rider specified. “He was already here when we arrived. He brought four others with him. Garganafan faced Felrig and Orvast. I faced Iliana and Jaxus.”

“Then he only left with two,” Androma concluded.

“Three,” Kassanda intoned.

Androma sighed and hung her head. “He has Joran,” she lamented.

“And his egg,” the Dragon Rider was sure to mention.

“You saw it?” Androma looked to have already retreated into herself, the dismay of losing Joran to Baelon a weight she hadn’t anticipated.

“Briefly. Where did it come from? I know all the eggs in Drakanan. There isn’t a dark purple one.”

The old Rider jutted her chin towards the black pyramid. “It came from in there.”

Apprehension flashed across Kassanda’s face. “In there? Surely there is naught but evil in such a place.”

Androma managed to raise her head and straighten her shoulders again. “It is the role of all good things to linger in the dark places, so that hope may yet kindle.”

The response looked to catch Kassanda off guard. “Rhaymion’s words. If you had asked, he would have forgone the rite of challenge and stepped down. You would have been the Dragonlord.”

“The future of our order does not lie with me, nor did it ever. Joran is all that matters. We must free him from Baelon’s grasp. He will seek to twist the boy to his own ends. You should never have allowed him to abandon his training,” Androma added scoldingly.

The Dragon Rider paused before replying, a moment required to quiet her ire. “Joran’s journey to bonding with an egg was not as straightforward as any of us hoped it would be,” she said, her tone somewhat clipped to begin with. “Certainly not as straightforward as you claimed it would be.”

The old Rider was shaking her head. “The visions recorded during the Ankala⁠—”

“Are not set in stone,” Kassanda said adamantly, cutting Androma off. “You meddled in a future you weren’t supposed to know of. Thus, Joran arrived in Drakanan ahead of schedule and failed to bond with any of the eggs. Still,” the Dragon Rider went on, her tone holding the high ground, “I resolved to train him in the belief that I could bring out the dragon heart within him. I was wrong, of course. Such a thing cannot be instilled through training. You either have it, or you don’t.

“My attempts to gain him some experience led us to the Andaren army in The Giant’s Throat. Besides learning that you had all survived the massacre at The Ruins of Gelakor, we observed the Andarens retreating with the skeleton from Akmar. We decided the best way to cut them off was to instruct the fleet to sail north from Caster Hold and challenge the Andarens before they passed The Watchtower of Argunsuun. Hence our need to meet with the king and advise as much.”

“The king?” Androma blurted. “You took Joran to the palace? He’s a half-blood! The danger of such a place⁠—”

“Joran was under our protection,” Kassanda assured, glancing at Garganafan. “Not that he required it,” she commented, intoning that there was something rather significant to back that up.

“What happened?” Androma asked, sounding fearful of the answer.

“Joran met his father,” Kassanda said plainly.

Androma was clearly taken aback. “His father?” she echoed, shaking her head again. “He was in the palace?”

The Dragon Rider shared a moment with Garganafan before going on. “Joran’s father is King Edris. He is heir to Blood Etragon. The throne of Erador is to be his inheritance.”

Cob was just as speechless as Androma, leaving them to the sound of dancing flames and burning wood.

“The soldier,” Androma muttered. “King Edris was a soldier in his youth.”

“He was regarded as a war hero by most,” Kassanda reminded her. “I doubted it myself, but he ascended the throne and took the name Etragon in the same year Joran was born.”

“He was Ilithranda’s love,” Androma whispered to herself.

“You realise the position this puts Joran in,” Cob said. “Ilithranda was of House Lhoris. Joran is in line to both thrones.”

“And now he has bonded with a dragon,” Kassanda added. “The situation grows more complicated.”

“No,” Androma disagreed. “His bond with a dragon simplifies the matter. It is forbidden for any Rider to take the throne, and he certainly wouldn’t be allowed anywhere near Aran’saur astride a dragon. He is on the path now to fulfilling his destiny. He will bring about a time of dragons. That will end the war and the threat of the Skaramangians. He is to bring peace to the realm and balance to our order. He is not to rule.”

“Agreed,” Kassanda announced, bringing some harmony to the mounting tension. “As you said, though, Baelon will twist that. I don’t know how, but it seems likely he knows of the visions and Joran’s possible future given that he sought him out. He will offer the boy power and peace with the same hand.”

“He will corrupt him,” Androma warned them.

“They can’t have got too far,” the ranger guessed, looking to the sky. “Can you not track them?”

“Oaken is already tracking them.”

“The Aegre?” Cob couldn’t hide his surprise.

Androma pulled her staff closer to her chest. “He flies with you?”

“He is quite attached to Joran. Even Garganafan’s presence hasn’t been enough to deter him. He proved himself an ally here,” the Rider added, gesturing at Orvast’s half-frozen corpse.

“We must take flight ourselves,” Androma insisted. “Before Garganafan loses the Aegre’s scent.”

“They flew north,” Kassanda informed them, making for her dragon.

Cob didn’t move, his deliberate inaction enough to give the Rider pause.

“You aren’t coming?” she asked the Kedradi.

Cob looked at Androma, who had also halted on her way to Garganafan’s side. “I would fight to my end to see Joran become the man he’s destined to be.”

Kassanda turned to face him completely. “But…”

“I have nothing to offer Joran except my blade, and he needs more than that. But,” he said, picking up Kassanda’s thread, “there is another in need of my blade, and I would run it through his heart.”

The Dragon Rider frowned, her confusion evident. “What are you talking about, Ranger?”

“They fooled us all,” Androma began, turning the Rider’s attention around. “The Skaramangians. We thought they were looking for the bones of gods, for the weapons they used to defeat the Dark Ones. We were deceived.”

“Deceived?”

Androma went on to recount the night’s events, detailing all that she could, including The Green Leaf’s tragic murder at the hands of the newly resurrected Skara Pendain. Kassanda had many questions and just as many doubts, but there was no disputing what they had witnessed in the bowels of Azad-guul.

The Rider made them go over it again, stumbling, as she did the first time, over the necklace—the elusive weapon of power. It was explained to her again that there was only him, The Dark One, and, worse, he had fled the pyramid with The Eldan.

“His shadow will only continue to grow now,” Androma declared grimly. “The realm is not prepared for his return.”

“It sounds like no one knew he existed to begin with,” Kassanda remarked darkly.

“Whatever he does next,” Cob proposed, speaking for the first time in a while, “he will need to retrieve the necklace if he is to continue cheating death. He must be stopped before that.”

Kassanda raised an eyebrow. “If this… Dark One has truly recalled his earliest memories, it stands to reason that he is the most powerful wizard in the world. Are you up to that challenge, Ranger?”

He was born to make that challenge, but the Dragon Rider didn’t need to know that.

“I have to try,” he said instead. “Just as you have to try and prise Joran away from Baelon Vos.”

“That I do,” Kassanda agreed.

“Then we are bound apart,” Cob asserted, settling the matter, “and both our quarry have a head start.”

“I would bid you good hunting, but something tells me a Kedradi ranger always catches his prey.”

“That they do,” Cob assured, before turning his full attention to Androma.

“I will accompany you,” the old Rider told him, surprising them all.

“What about Joran?” Cob had to ask, aware that she had given so many years to finding him so he could be trained in their ancient ways.

“I have played my part—meddlesome as it was,” she added, her words aimed at Kassanda. “I have nothing left to offer Joran. He needs to be trained by a Dragon Rider. There’s a damned good one on his trail now. He doesn’t need me. Besides, I would remind The Dark One he was better off lost. And he should not have killed my friend.”

“Androma.” It seemed Kassanda poured so much into her name, drawing their attention back to her. “You have more to offer than you could possibly know, and I appreciate how hard it must be to stand aside and let another train the boy in your place. But I go to face Baelon Vos,” she reminded the old Rider, her voice dropping. “It was in the jaws of Kalaghan that Maegar lost his life. My path offers you the chance to avenge him.”

Androma didn’t respond immediately, her thoughts her own for a time. “I’m too old for vengeance,” she eventually said. “Joran will see to their punishment, if not you.”

“Do you not pursue The Dark One to avenge The Green Leaf?”

“No. I will hunt him down because…” The hint of a crooked smile stretched Androma’s thin lips. “Because the light must linger in dark places…”

“So that hope may yet kindle,” Kassanda finished, a warmth in her voice Cob hadn’t heard until then. “I saw none but Joran ascend from below, but I saw boats on the southern shore on the way in.”

“We will find our way from here,” Cob reassured her. “I hope we meet again, Kassanda Grey, and with Joran by your side.”

The Dragon Rider was halfway up Garganafan’s side when she paused to look down at the Kedradi. “I share that hope, Ranger. Try not to die.”

Cob tried not to stare as Garganafan took to the air, his mighty wings extinguishing fires and launching debris across the site. He knew it should have been the dragon that captured his attention. But it wasn’t…


4
MAN OUT OF TIME


It seemed there was nothing between the hard frosted earth of Verda and the twinkling heavens above, a great void that winter gladly filled with its bitterly cold joy. Despite its frigid touch, Skara Pendain glistened with sweat, his knees pressed against his chest while a tattered hood kept his eyes in shadow.

In the flickering light of the campfire, his gaze was fixed, unable to stray from the stump where his right hand should have been. He had suffered much in his torturously long life, but he had never been robbed of a hand.

Surely his skull cracked then, torn asunder with the terrible pain that lanced through his head. It happened all over again. He was helpless, pressed into the floor by the Padoshi’s thugs while Mr Grim flashed a gleeful smile, his blade eager to fulfil its destiny. The moment it parted him from his hand, the memory was dashed.

He was crying out in pain, hanging from his wrists in the freezing dungeons of Drayshon, his back lashed and dripping with blood. Dashed again, he was deposited on the baking streets of Broadcastle, begging for scraps while his skin slipped off to the ravages of some deadly pox. A passerby threw their boot into his face, throwing him from the memory and casting him at sea. He floated on a piece of driftwood, his body burned from exposure and desperate for a single drop of drinkable water.

At the sight of a sharp fin cutting through the water towards him, Skara was dancing across the deck of a ship, laughing and drinking with a crew he didn’t recognise. That same crew then lay strewn across the deck, leaving Skara alone to fend off the pirates.

The ground thundered beneath his feet and Skara looked up to see a Giant lumbering past, his feet back on land now. Skara commanded every one of them, his magic their master. They carried and carted enormous slabs of black stone, each one a piece of the great tower he was constructing at the base of The Spine of Erador. How powerful he felt. How full of life and purpose!

Moment after moment after moment came tumbling down on top of each other, the pressure bursting the memories until he was left in an ocean of fragments. He couldn’t wholly recall any of those lives, good or bad. Between his first death, at the hands of Gelakor, and the stump of his right hand, his mind had passed through too many bodies to hold it all.

There was yet one more memory pressing upon him, disturbing his reality around the campfire. It was a sound. Skara could hear the beating of enormous wings. His wings.

The Drakalis.

Malliath.

Astride his dragon, Skara had shaped the world. He had put kings and queens on thrones and divided the land as he had seen fit. His mere presence had halted entire armies and turned them back, ending wars before they could begin.

Across the great breadth of time, Skara heard the resounding roar of Leviathans, monsters who could crumble mountains with their voices alone. He had defeated them all.

Only to be betrayed by his brothers and sisters of the order. By those he had elevated from the mud and gifted to them real power. By the one who knew him heart and soul.

A black rage welled within Skara, filling his veins with hate and bile.

Malliath had turned them all against him. The subsequent war had been impossible to win, his magic pitted against the rising tide of dragons and Riders. Death had come for him, its greeting manifested in the form of an axe—an axe of his own forging and wielded by his closest friend. His necklace alone had seen him slip free of that cold embrace, even if it had set him on course for countless lifetimes of torment, madness, and scrambling in the mud to survive.

And for what? He had survived long enough to wander through the world as some witless smuggler, making enemies everywhere he went until one of them chopped off his hand. In lifetimes past he would have used the necklace by now, his mind abandoning a body that could no longer protect him. But here he was, at the end of that perilously long life, without it.

Death would have him soon enough then.

His eyes focused on the stump once more, the skin bound in green bandages, the fabric darkened by blood. Movement drew his attention away. Mr Grim, the one-eyed thug, was seated around the fire as he was. He was holding Skara’s severed hand, his only eye scrutinising the grubby digits. He bit the index finger and chewed until the end came off. Offended by taste or texture, Mr Grim spat the nib out and looked directly at Skara.

“It’s a bit tough,” he remarked.

“You’re not real,” Skara replied, shutting his eyes and digging his nails into his only palm.

When he opened them again, the Padoshi’s favoured executioner was gone, along with the severed hand. Skara then realised that it had not been his nails that bit into his flesh. He opened his left hand and looked upon a red dragon scale. It was important. He needed it.

But why?

Feeling the sweat trickling down his temples, Skara pulled his knees in a little tighter, his head shaking. He wasn’t Gallien Drakalis. The soldier. The smuggler. The father. Gallien had been the result of a thousand lives crashing atop the next, always forming anew out of the ashes of those that had come before. How many lives had he lived before his true self became watered down, filtered out—purged by the wildfires of untold memory over untold millennia? How meek and pathetic had the death of Skara Pendain really been?

And yet…

For all his many lives, he remained. Without a dragon bond to keep him immortal. Without an army at his back to fight for him. Without a living grimoire to protect him. How many times had he been wounded in a fight? Murdered? Grown old even? Yet his essence always survived, moving from body to body, preserving the only thing that truly mattered.

The Dark One.

In those three words lived the real him—his true self. As The Dark One he had discovered the freedom to be himself, to explore every facet of magic without judgement. As The Dark One he had been able to shrug off the morals that burdened men and push the boundaries nature had placed upon the world.

He had slumbered, it seemed, for an age, leaving the world to move on without him. What had it accomplished in that time? What had the Dragon Riders accomplished? His most recent memories—Gallien’s memories—told him that nothing had changed.

He looked at his stump again, his mind fighting hard against the tirade of memories that belonged to the smuggler. He thought of the Padoshi of Thedaria. He was the kind of tyrant Skara knew all too well. Men like him had been allowed to fester and grow bold in the earliest days of man’s kingdoms. Their greed and wickedness had stained so much of what the first Riders had tried to do in the wake of Barad-Agin’s machinations. It had been the Padoshis of the world who had shown Skara that men would always need shepherding just as much as they needed culling.

It was fortunate then that he had been reborn, and in a time of great quarrel, the realm at odds with itself. War and chaos had long been the best ingredients for fertile ground. Violence bred hatred, and hatred had always made even the strongest of minds wonderfully malleable.

A forked tongue was always the sharper blade…

“I’m cold,” said a small voice to his left.

Skara turned to see Joran seated beside him, his young face startlingly pale against his violet eyes.

“Do we have any food left?” Joran asked.

Skara blinked, and the boy vanished without a trace, the memory naught but a spark. His feelings for Joran cut through him like a blade. All at once he missed him and wanted desperately to protect him.

Clenching his fist, Skara squeezed the dragon scale until it hurt, hoping the pain would grant him some measure of control over his memories. While his life as Gallien had been the product of untold chaos, his mind always forging a new version of itself, the feelings he had amassed over that particular lifetime felt all too real, reminding Skara of the feelings he had for his own sons.

Ahnir, his first born, forever a miracle in Skara’s eyes.

Yohem, always quiet, but full of affection.

Meliax, the strongest of his brothers, whom he constantly reminded as much.

Govhul, the youngest, who knew he could get away with anything.

It pained him that he could no longer recall their faces as he could Joran’s. Nor Lara’s, the great love of his life. They had been his whole world, though their time together had been a drop in the ocean compared to all that came after it. Centuries with Malliath. Millennia lost to his place in the world.

Skara clenched the dragon scale a little harder, drawing blood and that much more pain until it parted him from Gallien’s emotions. Joran was not his son. He was alone in the world, as he had been since the day Malliath turned his back on him.

Was that not his destiny though? To be apart from all else. To be the only one who could see the world for what it could be.

Shooting pain ran through his right arm, reminding him that he was a creature of flesh and blood. The fragility of human existence was a limitation Barad-Agin had once tried to conquer.

Skara winced, his breathing erratic, as images of his old master pressed upon him. He had known and studied under the First Wizard for years in his youth, but his lasting memory of the fiend would always be that of the nightmare he made of himself in the end. All too vividly did he recall the spider-like creature he had battled at the end of the war. Like all else The Deceiver had attempted, it had lacked true vision.

Without understanding why, he looked intently from the red dragon scale in one hand to the bloody stump of the other. He groaned with the effort it took to pull the right thread. He needed to put all the pieces back together. His lack of a right hand was a problem. The scale was the answer. Though he knew as much, there lay a chasm between the two.

Again, Gallien’s memories flooded in, churning the waters of his mind. He was kissing a dark-haired woman—a Nimean. Kitrana Voden. Skara experienced a portion of Gallien’s infatuation before his mind moved on.

It was strange to feel the weight of Joran in his arms then, no more than a babe. Those had been the hardest of years, when he was so vulnerable and needed Gallien—a man with no parenting experience—for everything.

A caustic growl ripped through Skara’s throat in his bid to regain control. It elicited movement around the fire, revealing the five men that shared in its heat with him. He looked at them as if seeing them all for the first time. They were not men at all, their ivory skin and white hair identifying them as Andarens. That name felt new and old at the same time. Andaren. It was not a name Skara knew, but it was a name Gallien knew.

Skara shut his eyes again, blocking them out. He wasn’t entirely sure they were real anyway.

“My Lord?”

The Andaren who had addressed him had concern behind his golden eyes. Skara looked past the Andaren to see the other four. Snippets of information whispered through his mind, informing him of things he had recently seen or heard before he fell into memory. The Andarens—cleric guards—had abandoned their armour and masks in favour of robes and cloaks, concealing the truth of their birth while in human territory.

Human territory…

Wasn’t it all human territory?

“Are you in need, my Lord?”

Skara stared at the Andaren, his mind working furiously to make sense of the time he was in. The Eldan. The Andaren’s title came back to him then. The word—Eldan—called to his older self, his true self, that had spoken a language long forgotten now. The Apprentice. The title brought on thoughts of Haendil, his very last apprentice, who had witnessed his demise at Gelakor’s hands and whose body he had first inhabited.

It had been Haendil’s bones he had touched in the depths of Azad-guul. He had seen nothing of Haendil’s life, of course, but his own life in the young man’s body and all the memories he had taken with him. It had been a desperate life, filled with running and scavenging every day just to see the night through. He had been dragged down to the muck to live like a rat.

Dragged down by the Dragon Riders. His allies. His friends. His family. Betrayers.

“Where are we?” he rasped, forcing the words out so they might ground him.

The Eldan narrowed his eyes, a flicker of confusion crossing his face. “In Erador, my Lord. I would have taken you back to Andara, but you insisted. You said we were to make for⁠—”

“Thedaria,” Skara finished, snapping the name off the end of his lips.

Again, he looked from the dragon scale to the stump at the end of his right arm.

They had arrived by boat, he remembered at last, having sailed from Nareene to the shores of Erador. Why had he insisted on Thedaria? While he knew that was to be his destination, he had no memory of making the decision. It seemed some part of his mind—and it possessed all too many parts—had considered the path ahead and knew that Thedaria was where his journey must begin.

The more he tried to focus on it, to tease the truth of it out, the more his most ancient memories continued to grow and multiply, like cold roots beneath his skin. They encroached on his vision, overlapping the real world.

Beyond the Andarens, the black silhouettes of mountains that stood against the starry backdrop had been replaced by a singular tower.

The Ironbark.

It didn’t matter how hard he squeezed the red scale now or how deep it bit into his flesh, there was no stopping the memory from rising like the tide. It took him from that campfire and deposited him on a battlefield.
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Rain or sweat, Skara could no longer tell. His skin, dripping wet and slick with blood, was cold to the touch, yet his muscles burned from exertion. How many hours had he been fighting with Death at his side? Its presence had coiled about him from the very moment he had drawn his blade. It waited patiently for him to slip in the mud, to over-extend with a wild attack, to misjudge the speed of his enemy.

Then it would constrict.

Locked in the bloody thick of battle, that was all it took—a careless mishap, his judgement impaired by fatigue, if not rage. There had been times under the lashing rain, surrounded by foes, that Skara had almost succumbed to the belief that death would be the relief he so desired.

But the finality of that embrace would have to wait.

So bright was his need for vengeance it blinded him. It had seeped into his skin and tainted his blood. He fell asleep every night with the acrid taste of it on his tongue. It was a thirst he could not slake, a hunger he could not satiate. It ached in him.

Vengeance.

Years on and Skara could still feel the touch of every one of his boys, their small hands in his. He could hear their voices, playing and laughing the day away. The scent of his wife’s skin haunted him, the feel of her lips pressing into his and the silk of her hair between his fingers.

Their blood was on his hands. The Deceiver, Earth-breaker, Blood-drinker, The First Wizard. It was with sickening malice that Barad-Agin had slaughtered his family, the wretch not to suffer even a single betrayal.

Skara’s need of his family had become a numbing void, an ocean of black that could never be penetrated by the light. It swallowed his fear as easily as it did his hope. The lie of it, of course, was that he was invincible when, in fact, he simply no longer cared for pain or the threat of death.

There was only vengeance.

Punished by his master for seeing the truth of his evil ways, Skara was a man on fire. He was a man in command of fire. Skara had not betrayed Barad-Agin without having learned something of magic, a fact that had put him at the tip of the rebellion’s spear, a hero where the Free Peoples of Verda had once considered him no more than a tool of the enemy.

His foes, a seemingly endless sea of Husks, were illuminated in the staccato flashes of lightning. Those directly in front of him were seen briefly in the light of Skara’s flames, the fire licking his sword. What horrors they were, the bodies of innocent men and women trapped inside monsters from another realm—another world. Encased by the brittle beasts, whose own bodies resembled that of thin bark, their will was dominated by the parasites, enslaving them to Barad-Agin.

Hammered by rain and stalked by lightning, Skara continued to wade through, slaying those already doomed. Long after the moon had waned, he finally led his men through the shattered gates of The Ironbark. While the fortress could not boast the size nor the defences of Barad-Agin’s palace, the indomitable Azad-guul, The Ironbark stood as an imposing tower of ridged iron, as if a mighty tree of rusted metal had been absorbed by the rock of The Eros Mountains, deep into Andara’s west.

The last time Skara had passed through those gates, he had done so beside his master, as a dutiful apprentice, eager to learn the mysterious craft of magic. But Skara was an apprentice no more. He called on the magic drawn from one world to another, his very bones a conduit for that most awesome power. A torrent of fire burst forth from his open palm, torching the Husks that sought to pin them in the courtyard.

The Husks were not all that Barad-Agin had left to defend his western laboratory. The foulest breed of man threw themselves at Skara’s forces, those who required no Husk to worship their black lord. It was unthinkable to Skara that any man could still be loyal to Barad-Agin after witnessing his atrocities, the sheer devastation that was still being wrought by his army and the colossal Leviathans.

But the Amon-Agin, the Heirs of Agin, were such men. They bore his mark upon their foreheads, the many legged spider with an eye at its heart—a sigil that always heralded death.

Skara’s fiery blade rang out as it clashed with the steel of his enemies. He had fought against the Husks with rage—righteous as it was—for what had been done to them, but he met the Heirs with rage for the choice they had made. It was with a glad heart that he spilled their blood, though his brief glee robbed him of precious focus.

All too late did he see the man rushing him from the left, his curved sword sweeping in to take Skara at the hip. It was fortunate then that Skara had not attacked The Ironbark alone.

Gelakor barrelled into the Heir, taking both of them from their feet. Younger than Skara, he still retained his muddy blond hair, and it was with that youth that he buried his axe in the wretched disciple. Yanking the axe free, the curved steel chipped and dented from battle, he confronted another two Heirs, slashing the throat of one before going on to slam the butt of his axe into the skull of the other.

Skara thanked him with a nod. Gelakor had been one of very few who had convinced the Free Peoples’ high council to give Skara a chance. Besides his life, which had been saved by Gelakor more than once already, he owed the young man a lot, including a viable path to Barad-Agin’s destruction.

“Well that was easy,” Gelakor quipped, his chest heaving and face plastered with blood.

Skara’s eyes roamed over the interior battlements, noting the absence of Husks and Heirs alike. They had done it. They had taken The Ironbark. Barad-Agin’s oldest laboratory was theirs.

Looking back at the haggard men who had survived the battle, Skara was tempted to press upon them the need for rest and even celebration, but there remained a palpable darkness about The Ironbark. The malevolence of Barad-Agin was a source of corruption on all that it touched, infecting the very rock and stone of his first fortress. Vigilance was essential.

While the men still navigated the corpses, Skara commanded them to set up a perimeter and begin reconstructing the gates. They didn’t just need to take The Ironbark; they needed to hold it.

“I want patrols on the walls at all hours! Archers in every tower! Pile up the dead beyond the gates and burn them!” Sighting a trio making for the main keep, Skara yelled out to halt them in their tracks. “Make camp out here, in the courtyard! No one is to go inside except for me and Gelakor!”

There were grumbles, of course, but it was in these men that Skara had fostered the most respect and loyalty, his Skaramangians, as the battalion had been named.

“Are we really going in there?” Gelakor asked, so only Skara could hear him.

With the flick of his wrist, Skara extinguished the flames dancing along his sword. It was a simple spell, but he had felt the drain of it long before they reached the gates.

“The only way to beat magic,” he replied, “is with magic.”

Gelakor quickstepped to fall in beside Skara, who was striding towards the keep doors. “But you have magic,” he pointed out. “You’re the only reason we’re still in this fight.”

“The courage of men has kept us in the fight,” Skara corrected him. “My command of magic has had its moments, aye, but I’m bound by my limitations. Barad-Agin knows so much more than what he imparted to me. That’s what always separates the master from the apprentice.”

“You’ve won every battle you’ve fought in,” Gelakor argued.

Skara made sure to offer hearty slaps across backs and shoulders as he progressed across the courtyard, encouraging his men where he could. “Because I’ve chosen my battles,” he said, his words just audible over the rain. “I’ve avoided direct confrontation with The Deceiver because I know I cannot beat him. Yet.”

Gelakor stopped and turned to face Skara as they arrived at the doors. “I just don’t see how delving into his well of evil will aid us.”

Skara met the younger man’s eyes. It would have been easy to be frustrated with his short-sightedness, but the older warrior was grateful for the strength Gelakor’s belief gifted him.

“We can’t just keep limping along, winning a battle here and there. The only victory that matters is winning the war. We’ll never achieve that so long as Barad-Agin draws breath.” Skara planted a hand on Gelakor’s pauldron. “So, aye, we’re really going in there.”

With one strong shove, Skara pushed through and stepped over The Ironbark’s threshold with Gelakor in tow.

The tree-like tower that cleaved to the Eros rock was more facade than anything else, The Ironbark’s true interior being that of a labyrinth, its uncountable tunnels boring through the mountains. Almost every chamber therein was dedicated to some experiment or other, testing the limits of magic and nature alike.

Always there was screaming, the howl of suffering or the shock of agonising pain. In Barad-Agin’s absence, the Heirs ensured his experiments continued as intended, following a strict set of instructions that allowed them to understand just the right amount of magic to see their master’s work through.

Skara recalled a time before the torment, when The First Wizard had used The Ironbark to construct new spells and weave new forms of magic in a safe environment, where he wouldn’t accidentally hurt anyone. How twisted that vision had become.

Doing his best to recall The Ironbark’s layout, Skara pressed on through the gloom, the tunnels dimly lit by the flickering light of torches. The shadows danced about them, as if the fortress itself was alive, always moving, always watching them.

“What’s through there?” Gelakor asked, the sound of his voice filling the tunnel.

Skara stopped and turned to see what had grabbed the younger man’s attention. The tunnel branched to their right and opened up into a small cavern, where a set of ornate double doors had been crafted into the stone. Upon those doors was an iron relief that stretched across its entire width, so it might depict the dreaded Agannon, the most monstrous of all the Leviathans.

Even now, that gargantuan hulk of walking death was out there somewhere, drinking the rivers dry, reshaping the mountains, and routing the path of man towards complete destruction.

Skara knew exactly what was beyond those doors, of the darkness that rested in the heart of The Eros Mountains like a black lake.

“Only nightmares,” Skara finally answered. “We seek a different path.”

Moving swiftly on, Skara did his best to quash the memories that tried to surface. Nothing could prepare one to witness the birth of a Leviathan, nor the obliteration that came hand in hand with their existence. Still, Barad-Agin’s maniacal grin burned bright in his mind. The Earth-breaker knew exactly what he had done that day, what horror he had unleashed.

As much as the pair progressed through the mountains, they also ascended, making for Barad-Agin’s original laboratory.

Rather than the robes of an apprentice, Skara now entered the chamber in plated steel and tooled leathers, a sword on his hip, its hilt gripped firmly by a calloused hand.

The room and its pointed ceiling were more cobwebs than anything else, the First Wizard’s personal experiments having moved to Azad-guul while some of the Amon-Agin remained and worked on peripheral research. Thick tomes and bound scrolls were dotted here and there, along with devices and tools even Skara couldn’t identify.

Drawn to the open pages of one book in particular, Skara wiped away the dust and scrutinised the vellum. Barad-Agin’s own drawings and writings covered the pages, displaying his special interest in spiders. It seemed The Deceiver was intending to incorporate arachnids into some kind of spell—one of blood magic. The thought of new magic excited him. It was, perhaps, the only thing that could shift his grief and thirst for vengeance.

Most intrigued, Skara promised himself he would give those particular pages his full attention later.

He noted something more significant carved into the base of the surrounding walls. It was a time spell, the pattern of glyphs designed specifically to slow decay rather than speed it up. It only encouraged him, informing him that he had been right to convince the high council to let him attack The Ironbark.

He made for the centre of the chamber, where a clearing had been made so as not to conceal the circle hewed into the stone.

Gelakor lifted the front cover of a random tome and frowned at the volume of dust that came with it. “Unless you plan on hitting Barad-Agin with a big book,” he remarked, “I don’t see how any of this can help.”

Skara crouched by the large circle in the stone, his finger running over the numerous glyphs etched on the inside. It was that most mysterious of languages, a force unto itself and as indelible as the elements.

“Before either of us were born, Barad-Agin became aware of a simple fact, a fact that corrupted his very soul.”

Gelakor raised an eyebrow. “And what was that?”

Skara stood up, his eyes roaming the chamber until he spotted the lever beside his friend. “Our world is not the only world,” he replied. “Pull that lever down.”

Gelakor managed to hold onto his questions while he did as instructed. “Other worlds?” he then queried sceptically, though his voice was partially drowned out by the grinding of gears and rattling of chains under their feet. “What was that?”

“The lever just broke the time spell.”

There was more than a hint of concern on Gelakor’s face. “Time spell?”

All had heard of such spells, a powerful form of magic Barad-Agin had used to torture his prisoners. Parents would be forced to watch their children grow old in a matter of minutes, while others would have portions of their body sped up, so as to age and decay right through to the bone. There was no end to the Blood-drinker’s cruelty.

“Don’t worry, the spell was not designed to hold us.”

“Then what?”

Gelakor’s question was soon answered after Skara ran his hand over the circle, his command of that secret language enough to move the slab of stone inside the glyphs. It rose up without a sound and remained aloft within the confines of the pointed ceiling. In its place was now an impression three feet deep, where yet more glyphs could be seen sculpted into the stone. The time spell broken, the gutters that led into the shallow well channelled a copious volume of red liquid.

“Is that… blood?”

Skara glanced at his companion, wishing he shared more in the young man’s disgust—he had just seen too much. “Yes,” he answered. “The time spell kept it from spoiling.”

“Why is there blood under the floor?”

Skara watched the well fill up until the glyphs therein were hidden. “There is nothing quite so potent as blood magic. It delves into the power of sacrifice, of balance. Without the blood, you would need an incredibly powerful concentration of magic to break the barrier. There simply isn’t one. This is how Barad-Agin was able to breach the veil and enter the Realm of Magic.”

“The Realm of Magic? There’s a whole world of magic?”

“We’re just conduits,” Skara told him, as Barad-Agin had once told him. “Magic bleeds through from one world to another. Some of us are able to harness it.” Skara gave his friend a knowing look—he had long been convinced that Gelakor was such a conduit.

“Is that where the Leviathans come from?” Gelakor asked gravely, peering down at the blood.

“No,” Skara said, thinking back to those iron doors and the depiction of Agannon. “He dredged them from Hell.”

“Where?” Gelakor asked, not quite hearing him.

“They come from another world, a realm beneath this one.”

Gelakor’s eyes widened. “There’s more?”

“The Shadow Realm,” Skara said, naming that damned place. “It was his fascination with that dark world that turned Barad-Agin from the path. It’s where he found monsters. He ushered them from one realm to the other, believing they were the answer to taming man’s wild nature.”

He delved too deep, Skara thought, remembering how the earth quaked when the first Leviathan emerged.

“After he discovered the Shadow Realm,” he went on, positioning himself in the correct place around the circle’s edge, “he abandoned his work with the Realm of Magic. That, my young friend, is where we will find what we are looking for.”

“And what’s that?”

“A weapon,” Skara declared.

At once he began to write the language of worlds in the air, his fingers dancing through the various shapes, lines, and intricate swirls while he muttered the words under his breath. The glyphs inside the circle came to life, glowing brilliant blue, and only a moment before the pool of blood churned until it formed a whirlpool. The air crackled and snapped where the two worlds began to collide, causing unseen friction.

“What’s happening?” Gelakor demanded, stepping back from the phenomenon.

Drop by drop, the blood was pulled up into the air above the well, where each burst apart as if caught in an invisible vortex. Slowly but surely, that vortex took shape, depth even. The edges were lined with sparks and random bursts of lightning that hissed as they struck the floor.

“I’m opening a door of sorts,” Skara answered, the spell having garnered enough momentum to see itself through to conclusion.

“A door? To where? What if it’s the Shadow Realm?”

“You don’t need blood to open that door,” Skara replied, speaking over the noise of sparks and lightning. “You just have to invert the language,” he continued, before seeing Gelakor’s confusion. “It’s complicated,” he said. “This is where we want to go…”

Before them now was a vista that did not belong in their world, never mind in that chamber.

“What is that?” Gelakor’s voice had adopted a note of awe, as had Skara’s when he had first looked upon the Realm of Magic, many years earlier.

“Follow me, and stay close,” Skara commanded.

From hewn stone to natural rock, the pair stepped from one world to another. The sky over their head was that of every colour, each bleeding into the other as they slipped across the heavens like paint mixed with too much water. The wind swept over the clifftop, picking up their cloaks and turning both to the horizon beyond. Gelakor’s jaw dropped, imitating, once again, Skara’s reaction when Barad-Agin had brought him in his youth.

“What is that?”

Skara set his gaze to the distance, where the tree stood like a god's monument at the heart of a forgotten dimension, its roots sinking into a reality older than time. Towering higher than any mountain in Verda, its trunk was a column of shimmering white bark, smooth and luminous like polished bone, veined with pale silver where raw magic coursing beneath the surface. It almost seemed to hum if he stared at it for too long—as if it remembered being alive in a way no mortal thing ever was.

Its branches spiralled outward and upward in slow, impossible arcs, defying the geometry seen in Verda. They pierced the sky and vanished into clouds lit by the aura of the tree itself. From every limb dangled leaves of red crystal—razor-thin and jewel-like, they chime faintly on a breeze. They caught the light, casting crimson refractions that danced across the air, as though bleeding fragments of forgotten spells.

Magic bled from the tree like sap, not seen, but felt—a slow, rhythmic thrum in the bones of the world, a ripple across dimensions. To look upon the tree was to feel something vast and sacred, a presence that wasn’t benevolent, but eternal. It was not a guardian. It was not a god. It simply was—the heart of magic, alive and dreaming.

“That,” Skara told him, “is the source.”

“The tree?”

Skara planted a hand on Gelakor’s pauldron. “That tree produces so much magic this realm can’t contain it all. It breaks beyond the borders of this world and into ours.”

Gelakor took it all in his stride, ever the adaptable one. “It seems like a good place to start. Surely any weapon you fashion from something so powerful would be enough to slay the Blood-drinker.”

“Perhaps,” he agreed, the seed of an idea beginning to blossom in his mind. “But I saw something else the first time I came here, in these very cliffs—a creature of fire and air.”

“What’s that?” Gelakor was already reaching for his axe, his eyes set to something at Skara’s back.

A cluster of figures could be seen on the next cliff over, too far to discern any degree of detail beside their humanoid outlines.

“Best we don’t disturb the natives,” Skara cautioned, his hand lowering Gelakor’s axe.

His companion’s eyes were about as wide as they could go. “Natives?”

“There!” Skara hissed, his attention taken by something much closer.

It was a small cloud of black smoke, its wisps rising above the rocks that sat between them. Skara put his arm out, preventing Gelakor from going to investigate.

“Stay here. We’re already further from the tree than I would like.”

Gelakor glanced back at the tree. “What does that mean?”

“Time is strange in these lands,” Skara explained. “The further you stray from the tree, the further you stray from our time. Days here become years back home. If I’m not back in a few minutes, return to The Ironbark and pull that lever again—it will close the portal. That’s an order,” he added, before the younger man could protest.

Setting off, Skara navigated the cliff side and climbed over the jagged rocks until they sloped down, bringing him to a narrow gulley that looked out on a vast ravine. There were small patches of vegetation here and there, with much of the walls coated in soft red moss. There might have been more had it not been burned black.

Drawn to the rising smoke in the middle of the gulley, Skara froze when he realised there was something moving inside the scorched area. He gripped the hilt of his sword and removed it half an inch. There he left it, the blade to go no further, for the smoke was cleared by a pair of small bat-like wings. Skara was stunned by the creature’s beauty, its sleek black scales and elegant tail. Most wonderful of all were the eyes that looked back at him.

They were the most exquisite and vibrant shade of purple.
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DO OR DIE


Pale was the northern sky. At least, it should have been. Instead, its dull grey clouds were getting harder to see, the canvas streaked with black smoke. It seemed catapult after catapult was unleashed upon the dwarven people, if for no other reason than to carve a path for the Andaren army to pass beyond The Watchtower of Argunsuun.

Yamnomora shoved her way through the scattering dwarves, desperate to reach the impact site from their very first salvo. She could see the smoke rising from where it had struck and sundered the earth black, obliterating the snow.

Was that all it had obliterated?

Grarfath had been standing directly beneath it. She had seen the smith raise The Anther from afar, and only a mere second before the missile landed, but panic had ensued, and chaos broke out between them. Calling out his name proved useless, her voice lost to the sea of others. Parents were scooping up children while others tried to wrangle livestock or shift heavy carts.

What few soldiers remained were of little hope, with most having sold their services to the surviving guild lords. As such, they crowded about the rich and powerful, using their Warhogs as living walls to protect them from the pandemonium.

Theirs was not the only Warhog on those northern plains.

Bludgeon found his way to Yamnomora’s side, his added bulk allowing her to pass through mobocracy with ease. The ground shuddered as more missiles rained down, each one reducing the dwarven population by a dozen.

“Grarfath!” Yamnomora called one last time, her feet now upon the edge of the dark crater.

There was naught to see but debris from the missile itself, its flames licking at the charred pieces. Part of her mind reasoned there and then that the smith must have survived, for there would have been something of him to see, if not The Anther itself. But there was no time to mature that logic—the Andarens were coming.

One among her kin bellowed as much, turning Yamnomora to the army of bronze and black. There was no missing them, the pale men from the west as they were to dwarven eyes. A battalion, at least, had been let loose from the bulk of their forces and all astride their mutated war horses. On six powerful legs, they would be upon the dwarves in no time.

Yamnomora threw a leg over Bludgeon’s saddle and secured her feet in the stirrups, and all while the Warhog was charging into the east. “Into the forest!” she cried, her sword drawn to point at The Unadine in the north.

The dwarven warrior steered Bludgeon between the dispersing masses until the Warhog was on the untouched snow between them and the Andarens. Charging up the rough line of dwarves, she continued to yell directions at her people, calling for them to follow her into the north. Again and again, Yamnomora had Bludgeon circle around so she might herd them in the right direction.

For all her efforts, it wouldn’t be enough. There were just too many of them, they who had survived the destruction of Morthil. In their thousands, the dwarves moved as one single being and all too slowly did they veer towards The Unadine. The Andarens were fast approaching on thunderous hooves, mistaking their great number for an army no doubt.

“Go! Go!” Yamnomora yelled, hastening all who she could. “Make for the trees!”

Peeling away from her kin, the dwarven warrior watched the Andaren battalion swell, hiding the rest of the army at their backs. How was she alone to slow them down? Were she to ride out and meet them mid-charge, her blade would bathe in Andaren blood, but it would hardly stem the flow of riders. She would, inevitably, fall to their greater numbers, and her war with the Skaramangians would be at a premature end.

That didn’t stop her from spurring Bludgeon into action. With a battle cry on her lips, the dwarven warrior rode out to her death, her broad-edged sword leading the way. She would kill as many as she could, thereby saving as many as she could. Was there a better way to meet the old gods?

A brief spark of light and distorting bubble of air ripped through the ranks of Andaren riders. Then two more, further in the north. Another pair flared to life, one of which was in the heart of their numbers. The next event exploded above the battalion, birthing a handful of war horses and flailing Andarens in mid-air. They crashed into those below, disrupting the formation.

The truth of it was revealed when the flash of light burst into existence right in front of the Andaren charge. The warped air around it disfigured the riders beyond, as well as the one who stood at the centre of the event.

Grarfath, son of Thronghir—the Hammerhold.

His sudden and supernatural appearance was enough to spook even the ultra-bred war horses. They swerved either side of the churned earth and severed limbs that surrounded the smith, among which were the partial remains of their equestrian kin. Discord rippled out from that point, the mutated horses clumping together until they began to lose their footing—a deadly mistake given their collective velocity. Andaren riders were dragged down across the plains, their skulls hammered face-first into the ground.

It also broke their line and allowed Bludgeon to slip through their ranks like a blade between the ribs.

It was brief, a fleeting moment in which the two dwarves locked eyes. Grarfath was glistening with sweat, his face gaunt with exhaustion, but also determination. His grit was undeniable. The smith had always possessed muscles of corded iron, but it seemed he was, at last, developing that spirit of iron forged in all warriors.

There was also fear behind his eyes—fear for her.

The Anther thundered into the ground once more, and Yamnomora was engulfed by the same magic that ported Grarfath away from the advancing riders. Bludgeon continued his charge across open snow, only now they were further south, where they could see the Andarens hurtling towards the dwarves in the north.

“Why did ye do that?” she growled at him, bringing the Warhog back around and under control.

The smith fought to gain his breath before answering. “Ye’d die,” he said simply.

“They need slowin’ down!” Yamnomora argued, preparing to race across the plains once more.

“A single drop o’ water won’ erode the stone,” Grarfath grumbled, dragging the hammer while making his way to her side.

“An’ a pebble can cause an avalanche,” Yamnomora countered, turning in her saddle. “Ye’re not the only one who can make a point with platitudes. Now let’s get back in there before they reach…”

Movement in the south had caught her attention—silhouettes on the sloping rise. Not far beyond, she knew, were the cliffs that dropped down into the waters of The Deep. More and more appeared, steadily filling out the line across the snowy rise.

Grarfath pivoted until he saw as she did. “What now?”

An obnoxious horn blared from somewhere beyond the rise, and a cacophonous roar bombarded the plains between the two towers of man and Andaren.

“Get on,” Yamnomora instructed, her eyes fixed on the now crowded rise. “Grarfath, get on!”

The smith hefted his hammer and did as she commanded, settling in behind her in the saddle, and not a moment before the Warhog bolted north. In their wake, a new army advanced across the snow, pushing into no-man’s land from the south while the Andarens continued to advance from the east.

“Who are they?” Grarfath asked wearily in her ear.

“Humans!”

As one, the Eradoran soldiers beat their swords against their shields, a rhythmic countdown to the inevitable clash. The Andarens were only too happy to meet them, steering away from the fleeing dwarves like a curving wave of black ocean water.

Yamnomora would have thanked the old gods for the timely intervention, only now the hardened dwarf was between the two armies. She might have guided Bludgeon east or west, but there was no getting around the Andaren line, which had spread out on horseback to match the human line. There was certainly no turning back, the southern snows concealed beneath human boots.

Bludgeon required dwarven strength to be brought to a skidding halt. The Warhog snorted, bristling for a fight. It was not a fight either of them could win, not even with The Anther in Grarfath’s hand. The warrior couldn’t see any sense dying in such a battle, either. The dwarves no longer required Yamnomora’s life nor blood to break the tree line of The Unadine.

That didn’t mean they wouldn’t still die astride Bludgeon if they remained where they were.

“Quickly now!” Yamnomora barked, climbing down from her saddle. “Use the hammer,” she insisted.

The smith nearly fell out of the saddle, staggering into her arms. He was exhausted, his face gaunt and eyes underlined by shadow. His efforts to stem the tide of Andarens had taken its toll on him, that much was clear.

“Come now,” Yamnomora encouraged, picking him up. “Ye can do it. I know ye can.”

The ground shuddered beneath their feet, heralding the war horses of Andara. They would wash over them before the humans arrived, trampling them to death.

The smith’s lips were moving, but he made not a sound. His grip about the hammer was all too slack, much like his distant gaze. Yamnomora grabbed him by the leather straps across his shoulders, forcing that wayward gaze to focus on her green eyes.

“Ye’re the Hammerhold,” she told him. “Ye can do it.”

Quite the opposite was all too obvious. He had journeyed too far and for too long to face a threat so grand as the Andaren army. He had been tired since before his first swing of The Anther.

Yamnomora’s eyes fell on the weapon of power once more. The temptation to take The Anther and wield it as her own was overwhelming, such that her dwarven stubbornness was muted by desperation. Take it or die was a simple concept after all, and time was against her.

She wasn’t the Hammerhold.

Those four words stopped her fingers inches from the haft. Mordrith had earned that title after Duun, and she had sent The Anther to a place only Grarfath could find. He was her chosen successor. While that stung deeper than she had been able to voice, she respected the wishes of her former mentor, of the one who had saved her life so long ago.

The argument against taking it was crushed beneath the fact that they were about to die, and her people, if not the world, still needed the Hammerhold.

Grarfath gave no protest as she took it in hand, though he fell upon his back without its support. The ancient steel was icy cold in her grip. It was heavy, its weight a very real representation of the burden that came with wielding it. The balance, however, was perfect. There was no mistaking the power it housed, as if the weapon wanted to be used.

A short, sharp snort from Bludgeon grounded Yamnomora, reminding the dwarf that the plains beneath them would soon be red with blood. Indeed, the constant bashing of sword against shield had become a cacophonous noise, underscored all the while by the pounding of hooves from the north.

Yamnomora pictured the distant tree line and raised The Anther. Down it came with a crunching thud. A wave exploded from the impact site, the air distorted with fractured images of The Unadine’s pine trees. Then they were gone, leaving the dwarves and Warhog right where they were.

“Come on,” she growled, lifting the weapon of power again.

In two hands, she drove the head of gold and bronze into the earth. Another wave rippled out, revealing a wall of trees that weren’t really there. When the distortion faded, Yamnomora was faced by the charging Andarens once more. They were nearly upon them—Death itself astride a thousand horses.

Yamnomora roared and smashed the hammer into the ground at her feet. Their impending doom proved too distracting, however, dulling the image of her intended destination. She conjured no more than broken slithers of the tree line, the power therein doing little more than pushing out the snow around them.

Preparing to bring it down again, the dwarf caught sight of something against the pale sky. She had been about to ignore it, believing them to be birds—the true victors of any battle. But she spared them a second look. Her mouth fell open.

Dragons!

Three of them there were, flying in an arrow-head formation. Moving north, mimicking the fleeing dwarves, they were too high up to be an immediate threat to those on the ground. Such a thing could change in a heartbeat, and it seemed the Andarens had come to the same conclusion. Their charge had slowed almost to a stop now, their many heads turned to the sky. A single flyover from just one of those dragons could significantly reduce their number.

Alas, the dragons continued with their northerly heading, showing no sign of intervening as they once did. And so the Andarens rediscovered their courage and kicked their heels into the solid muscle of mutated war horses.

Yamnomora took a breath, gritted her teeth, and raised The Anther.

Again and again she hammered the earth, doing her best to focus solely on her destination. Every time the distortion faded, the Andarens were that much closer, scimitars drawn.

The dwarf bellowed with frustration and lifted the weapon in two hands. She knew it had to work this time. It had to. The Andarens had left her no time for one more swing. A grunt escaped her clenched teeth as The Anther hurtled towards the beaten ground.

Thud!

In the moment of impact, her arms still jarred to the bone, Grarfath reached out with one hand and gripped the haft, just beneath the ornate head. The glimmers of elsewhere solidified in the blink of an eye, and two patches of land exchanged places.

From the north, in the shadow of pine trees now, Yamnomora heard the Andarens collide with the humans. ’Twas a clamorous noise of death that resounded across no-man’s land, the human ranks cut through by the charge of Andaren war horses. Yet there were still more humans spilling over the rise, likely having poured out of unseen ships at the bottom of the cliffs.

Grarfath’s hand slipped away from The Anther, drawing Yamnomora’s attention down to the smith. His eyes had shut, his reserves spent getting them across the plains. With sweat dripping from every pore, she heaved Grarfath onto Bludgeon’s saddle, his body draped like a sack of sundries.

“Ye done well, laddy,” she muttered, patting his back.

“Release me!” came a roaring voice. “I will slaughter every last one of you wretches!”

Yamnomora didn’t need to search hard for the source of the outrage. Slait was considerably taller than any dwarf, making him an odd sight astride a Warhog. He was bound by numerous ropes and a handful of chains, some of which had been swapped out when the mutated Andaren had pushed his bindings to their limit. Yamnomora had intended to take the Skaramangian beast with her when she departed for Caster Hold, where she hoped to hand him over to Androma and Aphrandhor for judgment.

The day had gone a little sideways since then.

The Dancing Sword of the Dawn caught sight of Yamnomora beyond the chaotic and ever-moving throng. “You! She-dwarf! Tell them to release me, or I swear by the gods you will all suffer when I⁠—”

“Shut it!” one of the dwarves yelled, a Redbraid loyal to the Hammerhold and assigned to guard the bald zealot. For good measure, he also beat his club into Slait’s side.

“Get ’im out o’ ’ere!” Yamnomora commanded, before realising she was pointing The Anther at the forest.

The dwarf quickly lowered it, bringing it closer for inspection. It was faint, almost imperceptible, but she spotted the purple light that emanated from the ancient glyphs and fine shards cut into the steel. It wasn’t the first time Yamnomora had seen the effect, though it had been considerably brighter in the Ruins of Gelakor. She looked around, seeking the other weapon of power that had excited the hammer. There was naught to see but the fear and panic of her people and the maddening violence that gripped no-man’s land to the south.

A distinctly reptilian call managed to break the uproarious snarl of war created by the opposing armies and turn Yamnomora’s gaze to the sky. The three dragons were barely above the tops of the pines, their speed soon to place them well north of the dwarves. Yamnomora was yet to decide whether it was a good thing that they were heading in the same direction, but her thoughts were occupied by a simple fact.

One of the Riders possessed a weapon of power.

Leaving the Andarens and humans to do what they did best—kill each other—Yamnomora took Bludgeon’s reins in hand and towed him into the depths of The Unadine. The dwarf couldn’t say how, but her gut told her the landscape of the war had changed, and so she trekked for miles north through the forest with an unshakable feeling.

Something terrible had happened.
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EYE FOR AN EYE, HAND FOR A HAND


Skara’s rage burned so bright in him it was madness, a blinding canvas of red that reduced his world to one man alone.

Gelakor, son of Felion.

The Dragon Rider stood before him, his chest heaving from hours of combat no ordinary human could endure. He had brought a congregation of dragons to The Dark One’s last bastion and finally brought ruin down upon his great works.

Such ruin lay in two pieces on the floor at Skara’s feet. Dawnbreaker had been the first weapon of power he ever forged, a blade that had tasted victory time and time again.

“You have no right to undo my works,” he growled. “No right!”

The Dark One succumbed to his venomous hate, to that madness. He reached out and grabbed Gelakor in both hands, dragging him closer so the Rider might feel the heat of his wrath. Skara should have known Gelakor was never unarmed, but nothing clouded the mind like hate and exhaustion.

The axe materialised in the Rider’s grip, and the sleek blade punched through Skara’s cuirass and into his chest. His breath was snatched away and his rage taken with it.

Death had always been so abstract to him, a thing that only happened to others. For what felt like countless centuries, he had walked the realms of Verda as a god, a being who merely observed the passing of life—a being who caused it more than anything.

Staggering back, he stepped into the rain pouring through the jagged hole in the chamber’s ceiling. The axe, however, remained in Gelakor’s hand, and the wound in The Dark One’s chest spilled a disturbing volume of blood. Skara could see it on his palm, his hand so red he could have been wearing a glove. He had seen such injuries in others, often inflicted by himself. Death was inevitable.

“It is done,” Gelakor announced.

Skara’s strength drained from him, buckling his legs and putting him on the wet floor.

“My lord!” came a cry from the shadows.

Through the rain that splashed against his face, The Dark One looked up to see his apprentice, Haendil. The young adept had tears in his eyes—he was a true believer. Behind him, Duun Hammerhold strode into the rain with The Anther in his hand. The dwarf would have reached the apprentice had Gelakor not stepped in his way.

“There has been enough bloodshed,” the Rider declared. “Let the news spread.”

Skara reached up with what little strength he had left and touched Haendil’s cheek, smearing it with lines of blood. He said nothing to the young man, his eyes alone conveying what was to happen next, a topic they had discussed several times in the days leading up to the siege.

Haendil retrieved the pendant from within Skara’s shattered cuirass, the red gem clasped between his hands. Skara had crafted the gem himself, carefully shaping the crystalline structure that protected the viridian stone within—the seed. There was something of Skara in its heart. His voice. His soul. His will to rise above the trappings of the flesh, of humanity itself.

And so he could feel some of himself in his apprentice’s hands. All that remained was to allow the gem to pull the rest of him in. It was as easy as dying.

The ruby flared.

Skara blinked and went from looking up at Haendil to looking down at his own lifeless body, there to grow deathly cold in the rain. In the confines of that body, he had found the love of a woman, raised children, apprenticed to The First Wizard, brought dragons into the world, slain Leviathans, defeated The Deceiver, and gone on to shape civilisation.

It was a legacy no other could claim.

But legacies were for the dead.

“Oi!” Duun barked, his meaty fist coming down on the apprentice’s shoulder—on Skara’s shoulder.

The impact shook him from the memory, a thunderclap that grounded him in reality.

It seemed all at once, Skara’s life was playing out in front of his eyes, stealing his eyes and ears. It was too much. His mind was a black hole, devouring with an insatiable hunger the useless memories wedged between his ancient life as Skara Pendain and his most recent existence as Gallien Drakalis.

There was too much for his mind to obliterate. It seemed inevitable that his mind would eventually disintegrate every single one of his memories, including the most important ones before his death at Gelakor’s hands. What then? What would be left? Madness would see Skara Pendain to his final end.

He had a sliver of time to correct the course he was on, to shape his mind and bring order to the chaos. Yes... that felt right. He needed to gather all the broken pieces and structure them. His subconscious must have come to the same conclusion, its designs slowly rising to the surface now.

“My Lord?” The Eldan said, his tone suggesting he had voiced the title several times.

Skara opened his eyes and winced, surprised by the light of day. Compounding his surprise, a great city stood before him.

“Where am I?” he asked absently, his hand rubbing up and down his chest where Gelakor’s axe had made a ruin of his original body.

The Eldan paused, his concern evident. “My Lord, we have arrived at Thedaria.”

There was no telling how long they had been standing there, nor how long they had travelled. They stood upon the northern plains, well away from the road and prying travellers. The city itself was a jewel to behold, its interior rings filled with water from The River Treeling. Even from such a distance, Skara could make out the tall masts and taut sails of merchant vessels that brought opportunity to Thedaria.

Of course, such opportunity was given by the grace of its misbegotten ruler—the Padoshi.

It was Gallien’s knowledge that informed him as much, the smuggler’s memories always adding to the turbulent melting pot. It was an impossible balancing act to absorb what he needed from that pathetic life without being tainted by the emotions he had harboured. His struggle to reconcile with then and now brought him physical pain, a dull ache that manifested behind his eyes.

Skara raised his hand, intending to rub his eyes, when the stump at the end of his wrist arrested his attention. He was sure he could still feel his fingers and thumb, his knuckles cracking. The bandages were filthy now, the green barely visible. It was, however, a familiar green now seen in the daylight.

The Green Leaf.

The wizard came to him in a flurry of memories and false emotions. His life as Gallien would have had him dwell on the man called Aphrandhor, and even feel something for his death, but Skara felt nothing. He looked instead to his left forearm and the vambrace that encased it. Bound in leather, the original iron was concealed, leaving only the raised teardrop to poke through. It was not the first weapon of power he had made, but the spells that governed it were among his most accomplished.

“My Lord, are you in need?”

Skara let his attention wander back to his right hand—to his stump. “I am in need,” he answered, seeing something of a reason for his being in Thedaria.

His eyes narrowed on the bandages a moment longer, noticing now that there was an object tucked away in the folds. The red dragon scale. Herragax’s scale.

His thumb ran over its surface again and again before he realised it was a habit of the smuggler’s. Just thinking about Gallien dredged his memories up, revealing to Skara the moment Gallien found the dragon scale in Harendun, the piece having parted ways with its owner during a battle with an Aegre.

Skara ceased his exploration of the scale’s surface. It had meant something to him while he walked the earth as the oblivious Gallien Drakalis. It had reminded him that he had survived so much and would, perhaps, survive the next thing. The sentiment meant nothing to the reborn Skara.

That didn’t mean he couldn’t find a use for it.

“I am in need,” he repeated absently, before pausing to stumble over the sound of his voice.

He had inhabited legions of bodies over the millennia, each with their own voice, but his oldest memories were now at the forefront, competing with Gallien’s more than the countless others. While Haendil’s voice might have sounded familiar to him, if not his original voice, his current voice was yet to feel his own.

He was so out of place.

Out of time.

He could feel the walls of his mind crumbling, buckling under the weight of it all. They were useless to him, each a worthless life of mediocrity. Yet that mediocrity would soon bury him alive, eradicating any trace of The Dark One.

“Come,” he bade, taking his first stride towards the city, his feet hastened by the slipping sands of time.

The Eldan hesitated. “We are to accompany you, my Lord? In there?”

Skara turned back, displeased to have been halted at all. “Am I to repeat myself?”

Fear flared behind the Andaren’s golden eyes, and he fell to one knee in reverence. The four behind him did the same, their eyes averted. Good, Skara thought. They know their place.

Without another word, he made for the city’s main gates, where he instructed the Andarens to keep their heads down and hands hidden within their sleeves—he wasn’t nearly ready for the world to know of him yet.

Thedaria’s crowded streets were jarring at first. So many of his memories were those of his years as ruler, when his path would always be cleared well ahead of his arrival. The people of Thedaria had no idea who walked among them, of the ancient power that had found new life in their time and defied the laws of Death itself.

Soon...

Guided by memories from his most recent life, Skara navigated the city’s districts and inner rings. All the while, his mind worked furiously to understand why he was there. It could only be the first monumental step in piecing him back together, but the truth of it alluded him.

He took in the sights, sounds, and scents of life. Such a thing had hardly changed since his day. Cats and dogs roamed the streets while children darted between the foot traffic in play. Men and women sold their wares from stalls and shops and all to the smell of different cuisines that drifted throughout. People argued and laughed and walked hand in hand, oblivious to all but their own lives.

It was all a shadow of the lives they could be living. That promise had been taken from them, just as it had been taken from their ancestors when Gelakor brought his righteousness to bear.

Like a mud slide, old memories crashed into new ones, shattering Skara’s concentration. Thinking of what was and what is started a war in his mind, forcing him to pause not long after entering the city’s inner ring. He reached out for support and found a notice board. He was hardly aware of the Andarens’ concerns at his back, his attention ensnared by an image of himself.

The wanted poster nailed to the notice board had been marked by the seal of the local blood lord, though there was a high probability that the Padoshi had put the order out and provided the reward money. The artist had rendered Gallien Drakalis’s face well, likely having been present in the Padoshi’s hall when Mr Grim had severed his hand.

Skara scrutinised the man’s features—his features. His hair wasn’t dissimilar to the style he had favoured during his time of power, the sides razored and the top swept back into a tight knot where he had once sported a long braid. His cheekbones were prominent, though not due to starvation, for his body had been kept lean and well toned. Skara then wondered what some of his other bodies had looked like through the ages, their memories trapped in depths he could not plunder in any detail.

A particularly noisy carriage, overflowing with goods, passed over the bridge behind him and cut through his reverie. The Andarens were doing their best to observe him while keeping their faces hidden within their hoods. Skara was not to apologise for the delay.

Dragons did not apologise to sheep.

Instead, he returned to his task and made progress along the banks of Thedaria’s inner ring. Was he following old footsteps? An echo of Gallien’s steps perhaps? He only knew that he was heading in the right direction.

All his life, Skara had been a man ruled by his emotions, a fact he could not deny and never would, for they had steered not just him but civilisation itself. It had been his horror that turned him against Barad-Agin’s cruelty. Fury in the face of his family’s murder had driven him to war against the same wretch. Passion and love had put him to the task of rebuilding the world and the order of Dragon Riders.

So it was again that his emotions stirred fervently within him as he looked upon the Padoshi’s fortress home, where his journey found its end. Gallien’s life didn’t feel like his at all, yet he experienced a hint of fear standing in front of those large gates. Apprehension tried to steal his determination and keep him from going any further.

Both of those emotions were quashed by his rising anger. He was not to be denied, especially by the fears and experiences of another.

“What I need is beyond these gates,” he announced, striding towards the inset door, situated in the right-hand gate.

The Eldan muttered instructions in his native tongue, and the four cleric guards split into pairs and took up positions either side of the smaller door.

“Perhaps we should consider waiting for nightfall, my Lord,” The Eldan suggested.

Skara turned to look at the Andaren, only to discover a young Gelakor looking back at him, before he had bonded with Orvax. He had been like a son to Skara.

The idea of it angered The Dark One all the more. He needed control, and he was running out of time.

“I will not wait,” he stated, waving his hand dismissively in The Eldan’s face.

Skara hammered his fist repeatedly into the door, the dragon scale still gripped in his hand. The slider was shifted to one side, revealing a set of scrutinising bloodshot eyes. Before the guard could ask of his business, Skara pulled back his hood, allowing the thug to see the man whose face was plastered around the city.

“I believe your master has want of me.”

The man hissed something to his fellow guards, and they all drew a weapon of some kind, the ring of steel kissing the air. Numerous locks were handled, and the single door was yanked open. Six of them there were, each harbouring an expression Skara knew well: unbridled greed. They saw him as a thing, specifically a thing that would see them all rewarded by their master. It was an element of human nature Skara intended to wipe out.

As he donned his hood once more, the four Skaramangians rushed the door, entering one after the other in quick succession. Their scimitars were already freed from within the folds of their robes. How they whistled. It was with sharp proficiency the cleric guards butchered the thugs, their speed and skill unmatched by men who had known a life of violence rather than a life of rigorous training.

Still, the clash of steel didn’t go unnoticed by the fortress. Archers rushed to reposition themselves on the ramparts while others darted through the immaculate garden between the entrance and the main house. The Skaramangians peeled away, darting up the steps to ascend the ramparts and meet the archers. One alone remained with Skara and The Eldan, though he was enough to dispatch those who emerged from between the tall hedges. A single arrow was fired from the ramparts, but in the throes of death the archer’s missile missed the mark by several feet.

Striding up the central path, Skara began to call on his oldest of friends—his only true ally.

Magic.

It felt different, as if it wasn’t quite there. With some revelation, he considered the skin he wore. The body his mind inhabited was a weak conduit. Fortunately, his consciousness was a powerful conduit and extremely knowledgeable where spells were concerned. It would be enough to bridge the gap, but understanding magic was only half the task when it came to harnessing it.

Barad-Agin had been the one who introduced him to Demetrium, a natural, if rare, element of the earth that allowed the conduits of the magic realm to channel their power. It had been a gift that both saved Skara from his own raw and dangerous abilities and an act that endeared him to The First Wizard. Bonding with Malliath had made his need of it redundant.

He had neither now…

His magic blazed in a way he hadn’t intended, and the main house lost both of its doors and half of the exterior wall with a mere wave of his hand. As slabs of stone and splintered wood were thrown to one side, bolts of green lightning erupted from nowhere and cracked the air. Adding to the rubble and cloud of dust, a portion of the house’s first floor crumbled without the support of the wall, bringing with it all manner of sundries and even a servant, who was buried beneath it all.

Skara regarded his left hand and clenched his fist. It came back to him then, those final years after Malliath had been banished to the Shadow Realm. Still a conduit, he had continued to wage war against the Riders with his magic intact, but he had felt it ebb, steadily returning to the plateau he had known prior to bonding with a dragon. Worse, as their bond was severely diminished by the gap between the two realms, his control of magic had gone awry. In his last few months, before he inhabited Haendil’s body, Skara had been left with no choice but to return to using Demetrium.

It had felt so beneath him, and after centuries of wielding magic as a Rider, a near-god. He would be damned if he would return to those ways. Demetrium was for the mortals.

Charging out through the cloud of debris, a group of Padoshi thugs came for his head, still unaware of the power they were meddling with. They were met by Andaren steel, the four cleric guards shoulder to shoulder again. Their exchange was brief, and Skara’s passage was never hindered as he passed through the dust and into the main house, The Eldan ever at his back.

The grand chamber’s opulence was somewhat subdued by the encroaching dust and the sound of men dying to Andaren steel. The Padoshi’s guests, who milled about the chamber, scattered in distress, their screams a melody Skara had almost forgotten.

Fear and worship went hand in hand when it came to gods.

Experimenting with his magic again, Skara thrust out his only hand and expelled a jet of fire into the nearest group of sycophants. Without the aid of Demetrium to focus the spell, however, he instead conjured a storm of ice, his magic dropping the temperature well below freezing. Their screams were silenced in an instant, their skin, clothes, and all around them turned to a glistening white. They might have stayed that way had a staccato of lightning not burst from Skara’s fingers, blasting every one of them to pieces of frozen red chunks.

Skara turned away from the scene, displeased with his lack of control despite the desired end result. On the other side of the chamber, the rest of the crime lord’s guests fought to get past each other and escape, but they were soon stuck between his magic and the cleric guards, who had formed a living wall across the gaping entrance.

“Stop!” the Padoshi bellowed, the monster of a man having managed to rise from his throne.

Skara turned just enough to flash the crime lord a sharp grin. “With you in a moment,” he said happily enough.

His grin turned wicked, hungry even, as he returned his attention to the dozen or so guests pressed to the wall. They were no more significant than the dust that floated in the air.

A spectrum of colours danced across the chamber as his magic wrought the space between them. Fire was birthed, ice unleashed, lightning hurled, and air compressed so tightly it could have been steel.

He was utterly out of control.

While his victims were torn apart in a variety of painful ways, the spells grew beyond their intended scope, materialising in the air around Skara. The hem of his robes caught fire, and his sleeves froze in parts. Such were the consequences. He had seen many a spellcaster die that way during his apprenticeship to Barad-Agin, and so he closed himself off from the Realm of Magic. He hadn’t defied death for so many millennia to be brought down by something so amateurish.

The destructive display was brought to an abrupt end, the chamber now hazy with smoke and heady with the odour of ozone and burning hair. It was comfortingly familiar and frighteningly upsetting all at once.

Due to his sheer size, the Padoshi’s breathing was impossible to miss, the only sound to accompany the flickering flames and crumbling stone. It was soon drowned out by the arrival of a new group. They barged into the chamber through one of the side doors and behind the one-eyed Fileus Fod—Mr Grim. The Padoshi’s right-hand man and favoured executioner cast a wild gaze over the death and devastation that had brought ruin to his master’s domain.

Then, as the Padoshi did, Mr Grim settled on the hostile stranger in the centre of the room as he lowered his hood. It was glorious to see their startling bewilderment, though they believed they were looking at Gallien Drakalis and not the most dangerous being the world had ever known. Skara went on to remove his cloak before the flames licked at any more of the material.

“You!” the Padoshi growled, his jowls shaking.

“Not exactly,” Skara replied, wandering towards the big man with a confidence the crime lord was unaccustomed to.

“You’re a dead man!” Mr Grim exclaimed, his axe coming up in time with his charge.

“Leave this one,” Skara instructed calmly.

Mr Grim and his thugs became aware of the Andarens all too late. The cleric guards had moved silently along the wall, using the pillars for cover, until they could intercept the group with a last dash. Only Fileus was permitted to continue his charge, though it was clear the Andarens had rattled the man, his attack hampered by hesitation.

Still, his axe came down perfectly in line with Skara’s head and would have cleaved him in half had another axe not risen to meet it. Mr Grim’s eye widened as it ran down the length of the weapon of power—the very same he had tried to claim for his master, and at the price of Skara’s hand.

It felt an age since he had wielded that axe, and damned if it didn’t feel good, like a part of himself returned at last. For all his mastery over magic, Skara had always felt the warrior at heart, a man who enjoyed the art of combat. His many centuries as a Dragon Rider, if not the countless campaigns he had waged against Barad-Agin, had forged him into a fighter without equal.

He thought of Gelakor then, a warrior who had put that fact to the test. He felt the familiar pressure of time weighing on him, of years and years that wanted to rise to the surface and have their time. It threatened to undo him at that most crucial moment.

Fortunately, Mr Grim slammed his boot into Skara’s chest rather than his axe. Skara fell back, his fall broken by one of the corpses he had recently made. He was still too slow to recover, and his foe shoved another boot up and into his ribs. He tumbled sideways, his breath tight, almost beyond his grasp.

With considerable effort, Skara found his feet and just in time to swing his axe and deflect Mr Grim’s brutal attack. It seemed his mind knew how to handle the weapon, accounting for its weight and balance, but his muscles were not those of old. Gallien’s body was different to the one he had spent centuries honing in battle and, as the smuggler, his style had been closer to that of a brawler than a skilled warrior.

Mr Grim recovered from the deflection and backhanded Skara across the jaw with his free hand, splitting his lip and casting the axe from his grip.

Forcibly turned away from the executioner, Skara tasted the blood on his lip. His temper flared, that most powerful of control mechanisms. It kept his flooding memories in check, sharpening his focus to a dangerous point. It also urged him to end the worm’s life there and then, but the spite that had long taken root in his soul demanded he make Fileus Fod suffer.

Hearing his attacker spring into action once again, Skara turned and raised his empty hand, only it was not his bare skin that met the incoming axe. By the time it fell upon him, he was holding his own axe again, the weapon returning in time to block the enemy’s blade. A fierce headbutt staggered Mr Grim and allowed Skara to deliver a swift kick to his inside leg, knocking him down to one knee with a pained grunt.

It wiped the smile right off the Padoshi’s swollen face.

Skara retreated a step and allowed Mr Grim to stagger back to his feet. Seeing he was unarmed, Skara hammered his axe into the floor so they could meet as equals in combat. It was absurd, of course. The only equal to Fileus Fod could be found on the bottom of Skara’s boots.

That didn’t stop the fool from taking a swing at him. Skara knew immediately that his speed was not as he remembered it to be, nor his strength for that matter, but he knew well the forms of combat. He evaded four consecutive blows from Mr Grim, his body contorting to ensure every knotted fist passed within an inch of him, no closer.

It frustrated the thug all the more, only he wasn’t skilled enough to wield his emotions. His next attack included a kick, an attack Skara blocked with a simple raise of his foot. He intercepted the next combination of blows by either knocking his fists aside or avoiding them altogether.

It was actually fun, a liberating exercise that made Skara feel entirely like himself again.

Belittling his enemies with superior battle tactics and fighting prowess had reminded—and always would—that he was worthy to rule. Nevertheless, he hadn’t made the journey from Nareene to Thedaria just to make Mr Grim suffer, though it was a welcomed bonus.

Ducking under the thug’s jabbing punch, Skara drove his elbow up and back, breaking Fileus’s nose. A swift slap to his right ear discombobulated the man, allowing Skara to grab him by the shirt and ram his forehead into Mr Grim’s face again.

He fell like a stone this time.

One of the cleric guards moved in, his scimitar slick with blood and ready to finish the job.

“Leave him,” Skara commanded, his attention slowly shifting from the executioner to the wretch’s bloated master. “He will wake soon enough. I would like him to watch.”

It had come to him then, in that very moment. His subconscious had been trying to piece him back together, and thanks to what he had learned from Barad-Agin’s notes, all those millennia ago, he knew exactly how to go about that. How he thirsted for revenge, that most primal of emotions that had long driven Skara to action. He laughed to himself, seeing the puzzle come together.

He needed to control his magic.

He needed his hand back.

He needed to tame his memories before they destroyed him.

Somewhere inside the mess that was his mind, the cunning tactician and strategist who had once conquered the world had seen the singular path that navigated all of his problems. It all hinged on a single detail.

He retrieved the red dragon scale from his pocket and scrutinised its every facet. It had been a line he once vowed never to cross, a line Barad-Agin had waded over. Time, however, was against him. Verda itself needed him to succeed.

The Padoshi looked from Mr Grim on the floor to Skara Pendain standing victoriously over him. “What do you want, Drakalis?” His voice broke, betraying his sense of fear.

“That’s not my name. And I’m here because you took something from me.” He flicked the scale with his thumb, sending it spinning into the air before he caught it again. “Now you’re going to help me get it back.”

Skara poured every ounce of his malice into the smile that spread across his face, giving the Padoshi a peek at the atrocities he was about to inflict.


7
THE HEIRS APPARENT


19 Years Ago…

Night encroached upon the light of day as the men of Erador encroached upon Harendun. The roar of battle ripped through the streets, a tirade of war cries and death cries alike. The flames of destruction rose ever higher and the smoke with it. ’Twas fortunate then that The Undying City would rise again, its exact infrastructure recorded in every stone by cleric magic.

The same could not be said of Elik.

The Skaramangian would never be as he once was after Daijen was finished with him, though he wasn’t to know that. Instead, his focus had been held captive by the threat of pain, a state of being often considered to be worse than death.

At least he had a view.

Strapped to a post on the rooftop, Elik could see all that was east, across Harendun’s vista to The Drifting Sea beyond and the red sails that sat upon it. Of course, he viewed it all through the one eye, his other having sealed shut due to severe swelling.

With one foot on the edge of the building, Daijen looked down on the fighting that ruled the streets. Here and there were poor souls who hadn’t got out of the city in time. They fled without a single belonging in their hands, desperate to reach the northern gates and make for Yalafar, up the coast. The emperor’s brave soldiers fought boldly to give them time.

If only all that death actually meant something.

Years after learning the truth of the Skaramangians’ machinations in starting the war, it still boiled Daijen’s blood. It was a fire in him that would never extinguish. He had, at least, learned to control the emotions that flared around the matter. The Vahlken was no longer ruled by his pride, by the need to prove himself and overreach. The war would only be won with forethought and meticulous planning.

It would only be won with the right weapon.

“There’s more red than black down there,” Daijen remarked, referring to the cloaks of the opposing armies. “We’re running out of time. You’re running out of time. Soon this block will belong to Erador, and you will be trapped behind enemy lines.”

“You’re going to kill me anyway,” Elik replied through bleeding lips.

“Yes,” Daijen admitted. “But I offer a swift and painless death. What do you think the humans will do when they find you up here? They’ve lost brothers to this battle. They will keep you alive for days as entertainment while they take this city.”

Elik gave some recognition of the truth in that, his gaze falling into the distance while he imagined the horrors yet to be inflicted upon him. He was, of course, fighting his centuries of loyalty and belief in the Skaramangian order.

Renewing his line of questioning, Daijen approached the senior Skaramangian, eliciting a wince and a faint whimper from the wretch. As he had hours earlier, the Vahlken crouched before him and presented the old and yellowed pages of an ancient journal—an archive of Andaren emperors.

“Look again,” he commanded. “You know this sigil. They call you the archivist. The true history of your order is known to a handful who rule from the highest echelons… and to you.”

Elik had previously looked at anything but the intended drawing, but pain and threat of more was finally breaking him. His golden eye focused on it now, taking in the image of a spider with too many legs and an eye in the middle of its body. It was among the earliest of entries in the journal, from a time when Andara’s empire was young.

“This sigil hasn’t been seen for millennia,” Daijen continued. “You won’t find it in any cleric library or imperial archive. There isn’t a scrap of recorded history that even hints at it.” The Vahlken edged closer to Elik. “Because you erased it,” he whispered.

The Skaramangian swallowed and blinked a fresh tear from his good eye. “Yes,” he confessed.

Daijen smiled and put his waterskin to Elik’s sore lips, allowing him to drink for a time. “Why did your predecessors cover it up?” he asked.

“It predates The Dark One,” he answered, the first in over a decade to speak of the dreaded Skaramangian lord. “When history was… constructed, it was decided that anything before him was irrelevant.”

“You mean it harmed the narrative written in the Arkalon,” Daijen said, his voice laden with disdain.

“The Dark One is a god made flesh. But there were fears that some Skaramangians would falter in their faith if they knew of the one who came before him. That he wasn’t the first.”

“The one who came before him,” Daijen echoed. “Say his name.”

“It is forbidden,” Elik hissed.

The Vahlken glanced at the bloody rag tied around the Skaramangian’s wounded leg—he grabbed it roughly.

“Barad-Agin!” Elik blurted through his pain.

It was surprisingly satisfying to hear another say the name aloud, a name he had only read about in the journal and heard through the foreign memories trapped in his mind.

Elik went limp. It wasn’t the first time he had passed out, the Andaren having lost consciousness when the scimitar was removed from his leg. Daijen sighed and stood up, prepared to jolt his prisoner awake with a kick.

A breeze swept over the rooftop, and with it came the sound of flapping material. Daijen felt a presence bearing over him, a shadow in his mind made manifest in the real world. The Vahlken slowly turned and craned his neck inch by inch until he was looking upon the towering Golem. Ahnir stood before him, the creature’s ethereal robes of inky black caught in the wind.

Without eyes, nose, or mouth its featureless face of glistening pale flesh peered down at Daijen, its elongated head concealed by its voluminous hood. As it had during other, sporadic, appearances, the Golem said nothing, content to stand and observe—as the Vahlken did in the Golem’s memories.

It wasn’t real, he reminded himself. Merely a projection of his mind, a mind burdened with memories not all his own. The manifestations had plagued him on and off since he first awoke after using the vambrace, but it was no less eerie to have one of Skara Pendain’s monstrous children appear without warning.

Sometimes he saw Skara himself, wandering the periphery of his campfire, a shadow passing through the woods. There were even occasions when he heard the war cries of an army, a cacophonous noise that drowned out his own thoughts, though he didn’t necessarily always see them. Ahnir had been present for many an atrocity, and they were awfully crowded in his Vahlken mind.

Looking beyond the creature, Daijen spotted the colossal statue in the west, a monument to the gods where all of Harendun could see them. Shaped from depictions based on the bones found in God Fall, the statue stood with all four arms outstretched, its sloping head tilted so its smooth face pointed to the heavens.

Daijen looked back at the real thing, the truth long forgotten by the world. “You are a sickness on my mind,” he remarked, though his words gained no response from the Golem.

Daijen turned away from the apparition. “Wake up!” he snapped, kicking Elik’s good leg.

The Skaramangian came to, his confusion melting away until his fear was all that remained.

With the emperor’s journal still in hand, Daijen crouched once more and showed Elik the monstrous sigil. “Barad-Agin,” he began again. “The First Wizard—the one who instructed Skara Pendain.”

Elik’s eye widened in surprise. “How do you know those names? How do you know any of that?”

“It’s what you know that interests me,” the Vahlken replied, while ignoring Ahnir on the periphery.

“There is no hope in that name,” Elik spat. “It was The Dark One who⁠—”

“Killed Barad-Agin,” Daijen interjected, surprising the archivist all the more. “Can you read this?” he asked, gesturing at the journal in his hand.

Elik scrutinised the old pages, his eye moving across the lines of ancient script. He shook his head.

Daijen had interrogated enough Skaramangians under duress to know when they were lying and telling the truth. Fortunately for Elik, the Vahlken detected the truth in his eye.

“It speaks of a conflict,” Daijen went on. “A secret war in the days that followed The Dark One’s defeat at the hands of the Dragon Riders.”

Elik shifted uncomfortably on the floor, his bleeding wrists bound above his head. “What of it?”

“The Vahlken have been fighting the Skaramangians since our inception—you think I wouldn’t be interested in those who challenged you first?”

“I cannot help you, son of Handuin,” Elik said, unable to meet Daijen’s gaze. “And neither can Barad-Agin. The wretch was destroyed when even the dragons were said to be young.”

The Vahlken assumed his full and intimidating height. “I already know a great deal about The Deceiver. The Earth-breaker. The Blood-drinker. I know the crimes that can be laid at Barad-Agin’s feet.”

Again, the aged Skaramangian looked bewildered to hear of Daijen’s knowledge.

“But you’re right,” the Vahlken announced, seemingly oblivious to the flaming missile that sailed over the city and crashed into one of the towers. “Barad-Agin cannot help me. Slaying that monster was one of the very few things Skara did right in his time.”

“Then why pursue it?” Elik enquired, looking at the journal.

“The conflict,” Daijen repeated, holding the bound pages up. “The author only knew so much, but he wrote of a dark sect, a cult that emerged from the shadows after Skara was slain. They called themselves the Amon-Agin. Now, you can’t translate any of this, but I’d bet my slaiken blade you know exactly what that means.”

Elik ran his tongue across his lips and winced at the pain it caused. “The Heirs of Agin,” he uttered.

Daijen moved so he encompassed all of the Skaramangian’s view. “Tell me what you know of them.”

“We eradicated them all,” Elik was quick to reply—too quick.

“That’s not what this says,” Daijen pointed out, wagging the journal in the air. “According to those who were there, the Skaramangians of the time proved the stronger opponent and the Amon-Agin retreated from whence they came. Retreated. Lie to me again,” the Vahlken decreed, dropping his voice an octave, “and you will suffer for it.”

Elik looked away.

“What do you really know of them, archivist?”

Elik nudged the waterskin with his foot, and Daijen acquiesced to the silent appeal. He gulped down a few mouthfuls and took a breath, perhaps considering what kind of death he could really endure.

“In the oldest of days,” he then began, “when The Dark One was known only as Skara the First Rider, the world moved on after Barad-Agin’s demise, but there were those who refused. Those who had worshipped The Deceiver as they would a god. They called themselves the Heirs, as if it were their birthright to inherit the works of their master. Indeed they did,” Elik said grimly. “They stole away much of his work and continued it where they could, in secret and away from the prying eyes of the Riders.”

Elik paused to watch one of the towers crumble in the distance, leaving naught but a column of dust and smoke where it had stood.

“What happened next?” Daijen pressed him.

“Their worship of Barad-Agin continued in the shadows, but their numbers were always few. They opposed Skara’s rise to The Dark One, but the Dragon Riders refused to make allies of them. The Heirs called him pretender, false god. Accused him of stealing Barad-Agin’s magic. Following the days he was lost to us, the Amon-Agin emerged like rats from their lair. They saw an opportunity.”

“To increase their numbers,” Daijen said, catching on.

“By all accounts, the realm was in disarray when the Riders claimed victory,” Elik elucidated. “Lawlessness was rife. Everyone was vying for some throne or other. Those of my order were forced into hiding. Any who bore our mark were put to death in the streets. My predecessors found themselves in a similar position to the Amon-Agin, in need of numbers and a means to continue our master’s work. It was on that battlefield that we clashed.

“It was all to the Dragon Riders’ benefit at the time,” Elik continued miserably. “We were so busy fighting each other in the shadows that we missed the realm being put back together. By the time the Skaramangians emerged victorious, and the Heirs were sent into retreat, the land had been carved up and placed in the hands of kings. Thus began our infiltration of the hierarchies.”

Daijen glanced at Ahnir, only to discover the Golem had vanished. “Have there been clashes in the millennia since?” the Vahlken asked.

Elik hesitated. “Here and there,” he admitted. “They mostly keep to themselves. They have long accepted that their lord is dead and cannot return to them. But every now and then, they send forth the Ivasaar in the hope that they can convert some of us to their twisted ways. They are to be killed on sight.”

“The Ivasaar?”

“The witchlings,” Elik replied venomously. “Emissaries of the Amon-Agin. Even you would fall prey to them, Vahlken. They are not easily killed.”

Daijen felt an echo of his pride try to subsume his thoughts, to see him rise against the insult that he could fall prey to anything. After more than two decades of coming to terms with the destruction and death his pride had achieved, the Vahlken was able to shrug it off and focus on the real insult—the insult to a world of people.

“You say their ways are twisted.” He bit the words off, his free hand knotted into a fist. “That sounds ignorant coming from a Skaramangian. How many have died in your hunt for the Golems and the weapons of power? How many are yet to die? You’ve spilled an ocean of blood making ready for your master’s return. Think how many would still be alive if you had adopted the ways of the Amon-Agin and kept to the shadows.”

There was a touch of fear about Elik, his head pressed as far back into the post as it would go. In need of more information, however, Daijen took a breath and calmed down. He offered the Skaramangian another mouthful of water and stepped back, making it clear that he wouldn’t harm him.

“If they have accepted that Barad-Agin is truly gone,” the Vahlken said, his tone more conversational again, “what do the Heirs hope to achieve in growing their numbers? What are they converting you to?”

Daijen waited with every fibre of his being, for he was finally getting to the information he had pursued for so long.

Elik’s jaw firmed up, and he adopted a reluctant air. He was still fighting his instincts to keep Skaramangian secrets.

“Come now,” Daijen cajoled. “We’ve come this far. Withholding your enemy’s secrets isn’t worth the pain.”

While he knew he wouldn’t act on it, the Vahlken couldn’t help but think of certain nerve clusters he could investigate with his knife. He would have the archivist singing in minutes. Too much pain, though, and he knew the truth that spilled from Elik’s mouth would be suspect, given only to stop the agony.

The Vahlken adjusted the knife on his belt, leaving where it was. “Elik? The Amon-Agin are your mortal enemy. You have nothing to lose.”

“The Vahlken are my mortal enemy,” the Skaramangian pointed out.

“Then today the enemy of your enemy is your friend. Tell me about their practices.”

“My friend?” the older Andaren scoffed. “You’re going to kill me.”

Daijen crouched again, though not so close as before. “We’re all bound for death, Elik. But a friend would see you pass into the next life with ease. You want to keep me as your friend, yes?”

The Skaramangian took a moment to see what remained of his bleak future. “Why would you make the Heirs your enemy?” he asked of his captor. “They have nothing that will aid your efforts against us.”

“Should you not be thankful, Elik, that my attention is pivoting?” he answered, his voice dripping with honey. “Imagine all that your order might accomplish while I am distracted.”

“I will not live to see it,” the Skaramangian muttered, his eye watering.

“But you get to die knowing you diverted a great enemy,” Daijen countered. “Now tell me of their practices.”

The Vahlken waited as patiently as he could, desperate to know that the answer aligned with his hope, that what he had read in the journal was still true today.

“You are well versed in history,” Elik croaked. “I trust then, you have come to learn of… the Shadow Realm.”

The memory of it flashed through Daijen’s mind. Once again, he watched the never-ending flood of nightmarish monsters pour out of Ahnir’s cloak and swarm one of the ancient kingdoms that had stood against The Dark One. The Vahlken couldn’t help but dwell on the very last time he had seen the Shadow Realm weaponised by the Golem, only then its brothers had joined Ahnir, combining their power to open a portal large enough to see Malliath dragged into that black hellscape.

“I know of it,” he confirmed.

“Barad-Agin was the first to discover it, the first to breach its dark borders. He unleashed the Leviathans upon the world⁠—”

“I know about the Leviathans,” Daijen interrupted. “Tell me about the Amon-Agin.”

“They worship it,” the Skaramangian hissed.

The Vahlken narrowed his eyes. “They worship the Shadow Realm?” He thought of that lower plane, where monsters writhed and coiled in the dark. There was nothing worthy of praise down there.

“Since the First Rider killed him,” Elik continued, speaking of Skara, “the Heirs have believed Barad-Agin’s soul resides there—taken by the powers he meddled with in life.”

Daijen repositioned himself on one knee, edging a little closer to his prisoner. “And how, exactly, do they worship the Shadow Realm?”

“By feeding it,” Elik stated, his disgust audible. “Their cult depends heavily upon sacrifice. They believe each one strengthens Barad-Agin, allowing him to tame the beasts of the pit.”

Willing participants or not, the image of people being fed to the Shadow Realm would fester in the Vahlken’s mind for some time to come. “You’re saying they have… access? They can reach the Shadow Realm?”

“I told you, they stole away Barad-Agin’s work. It is said the Shadow Realm is theirs to command, though no such thing has ever been witnessed,” Elik added.

“Where can I find them?” Daijen demanded, turning back to his prisoner at speed.

Elik did his best to shrug while his arms were bound above his head. “They are just as secretive as us, yet significantly less active.”

“They are an enemy that threaten your precious narrative,” Daijen reminded him. “You must have some idea where to find them or at least somewhere to start looking.”

“They have always found us, not the other way around. It was deemed, before my time, that they were no longer a priority.”

The fighting encompassed the building now, forcing the two to raise their voices to be heard over the din. It reminded Daijen that they were running out of time—but he was so close to learning all that he had sought.

He grabbed Elik by one of his wrists. The Skaramangian yelped as he was forced up the pole, yet silenced when the Vahlken revealed the dagger in his hand. A numbing torrent of emotions overcame the Andaren when his binds were severed, and he was dragged away from the pole.

“What are you doing?” he asked of the Vahlken, limping with every bloody footprint he left behind.

“You’ve almost earned a quick death,” Daijen replied, yanking the Skaramangian towards the edge. “But you’re lying to me.”

“I’m not lying!” he protested, helpless to fight back as he was shoved onto the lip of the building’s flat rooftop.

“Omitting the truth is as good as lying,” the Vahlken informed him. “Look!” he commanded, grabbing the Skaramangian by the back of his neck and forcing him to lay his good eye on the carnage below. “Do you see their rage? Their barbarism? They’re drunk on the war you started. Drunk on the blood you’ve made them spill. All they know is violence and death and all the suffering in between. Tell me what I want to know, or I’ll let you reap what you sow.”

Elik was blabbering, stumbling over his words while fear got the better of him, while Daijen continued to see him teeter on the edge of the building.

“Talk!”

“Carstane!” the Skaramangian blurted.

It had been some time since the Vahlken had consulted a map, but time was of no consequence when his mind preserved everything he ever laid eyes upon.

“The island?” he questioned, visualising the crescent-shaped island that dominated the northern waters of The Hox.

“It was the last place we encountered them,” the older Andaren answered at speed, “back when we were actively hunting them. They had a stronghold there, an ancient fortress. It’s a ruin now.”

“Carstane is on the other side of Erador,” Daijen said. “You wouldn’t be deliberately trying to send me into enemy territory, would you, Elik?”

“We… We have always maintained a small presence on the island,” he confessed, his gaze roaming over the savagery of war below. “Just in case they ever returned.”

“If I wanted to kill Skaramangians, I would fly to Aran’saur and execute every cleric in the palace.” Daijen grabbed Elik with both hands and held him over the edge so his feet dangled over empty air. “What use to me is a ruin inhabited by rats like you?”

The Skaramangian gasped and made the mistake of looking down. “No, no, no!”

“You’re getting heavy, Elik.”

“I swear! I swear I’ve told you everything I know! I don’t know where to find them! I’m sorry! Please! There… There could be clues in the ruins!” he exclaimed, desperation in his voice. “They left everything behind! Please! That’s all I know! I’m sorry!”

Daijen appreciated the truth, unhelpful as it was, and put the man back on the edge of the building. “I believe you, Elik.” He brushed down the Skaramangian’s shoulders. “Carstane is a big island. Where will I find these ruins?”

“In the east,” Elik told him, his chest heaving.

The Vahlken took a breath, his fingers coiling around Elik’s tunic. “Are you truly sorry?” he asked softly. “For your part in all this,” he clarified, seeing some confusion on his captive’s face.

Elik tried to compose himself. “The war is… regrettable⁠—”

“You don’t even know him,” Daijen interjected. “You have no idea who The Dark One is. What he’s capable of.”

“He has triumphed over death,” Elik insisted. “When we find him… when he returns to us, he will teach us how to do the same. He will even resurrect those of us who have died in service to him.”

Lies, Daijen knew. All lies. Fed to every Skaramangian, regardless of their place in the hierarchy. He had observed The Dark One in Ahnir’s ancient memory—he didn’t part with knowledge that empowered others to rival him. Even his direct apprentices were kept at arm’s length.

Still, it interested the Vahlken that the Skaramangians didn’t believe he was dead, that he was merely lost, as if he was out there somewhere, biding his time. Daijen had seen Skara die at the hands of Gelakor, the Rider’s axe rammed through his heart. He hadn’t triumphed over anything.

Unless he hadn’t died…

That possibility had kept sleep at bay many a night. He had relived the memory of Skara’s final moments, lying in the rain and bleeding out. His apprentice had dashed from the shadows to be at his side. The necklace. Its faint and brief glow had haunted the Vahlken in the years since he had first witnessed it.

He suspected the necklace was a weapon of power, but its abilities had remained a mystery, not to be seen in the Golem’s memories. Had his essence somehow been trapped inside the necklace? Was he truly out there somewhere, his mind caged inside a trinket, just waiting to be awakened?

He was falling down the same rabbit hole that had consumed Skaramangians for thousands of years. The necklace would have to remain an unknown quantity, he decided. He could only act on what he knew.

He had seen beings made flesh from naught but bones—the Golems had been born in a vat of blood and magic. If such a means could be used to make him whole again, the Skaramangians would find a way.

It felt inevitable.

Daijen had come to terms with the fact that he couldn’t stop them, especially since so many visions during the Ankala had seen as much. That didn’t mean he couldn’t be ready for that fateful day.

The Vahlken collected his thoughts and focused on the wretch in his grip. “If the latter proves true, Elik, perhaps we will meet again some day—and I can kill you all over again.”

The Skaramangian’s swollen face dropped, and only a second before his body followed suit. He made no more than a garbled cry as Daijen flung him from the rooftop. That mangled cry came to the same sudden stop as his life, and all to the sound of a wet thud and a chorus of complaints from Eradoran soldiers.

As he had been cast from the roof, Elik was cast from Daijen’s thoughts. The Vahlken had his next location, turning his gaze to the east, where his icy blue eyes could peer beyond the red sails of Erador. Everything behind them, for uncountable miles, belonged to the humans. They weren’t his enemy, but the war made that irrelevant.

“We alone must tread where others dare not,” he sighed, recalling a portion of his old mantra. “To Erador, then.”
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MANIFEST DESTINY


How small the world had become for Joran. How long he had travelled on dragon back he could not say. Nor could he speak of the Rider or the woman he had glimpsed behind the saddle, bound with rope. For Joran, there was only the egg.

And pain.

Inch by inch, his mind had succumbed to the emerging presence of another, as if a whole new being was birthing inside his skull. What had been distracting, consuming even, had quickly become an invasion of his very soul. More than once he would have fallen from the dragon, saved only by the tethering that attached him to one of the spinal protrusions.

By the time the dragon had landed, and he knew not where, the melding of minds had intensified again, rising to magnitudes Joran couldn’t have fathomed. His instincts alone told him what to do, and so he tore free his dusty cloak and smothered the burning egg while scrambling deeper into the cave in which he had been abandoned.

Someone had started a fire therein, though he couldn’t say who had made it or when they had been inside the cave with him. It was of no need, of course, the egg so hot now that the waves coming off it distorted the air. In the shadows of the flickering flames, Joran could hear something cracking inside the egg, though even that was soon drowned out by the whispers that could only be heard inside his mind.

As the egg shed its outer scales, Joran collapsed onto his side before it, his every muscle straining to their limit. He was sure that his gritted teeth would soon shatter under the pressure of his clenched jaw. It was possible he was screaming if not moaning, but he felt only the sensation in his throat that he was making any noise at all.

The cascading whispers grew louder and louder, purging so much in their wake until they crashed over his consciousness.

Joran…

His own name struck him like a blow. It had been voiced by the other being inside his mind—by the dragon. He knew then that it was a male, but his understanding was fleeting thanks to the pain that clawed through his thoughts and memories. Writhing on the ground, he was faced by the egg within the surrounding folds of his cloak. The scales were completely gone now, melted away so the flames of the fire could dance across the perfectly smooth surface of a dark purple egg.

Joran…

The dragon’s voice ran through him with all the force of a searing hot poker, causing enough pain to blind him behind a vision of pure white. It numbed Joran into oblivion, though he was not to dwell there for long. His eyes opened again, and he knew without question that he was looking through the eyes of a dragon, the cave and the egg left to another time.

He was wading through a battlefield, his horned head swinging left and right, jaws snapping. He could feel bodies breaking in his mouth, limbs tumbling free between his teeth, and blood spilling over his tongue. Armoured and draped in green cloaks, the dragon’s foes swarmed like ants, their spears hurtling and axes chopping.

Joran experienced a portion of the dragon’s rage before it brought its tail to bear. The spiked limb swept across the green cloaks, carpeting the ground in red smears and lumps of ragged gore. Still the enemy advanced, as if pressed by the lash of some demon.

The dragon reared their head and roared in defiance.

Her head.

Icerys’s head.

The dragon’s name came to him as if it had risen from deep memory, lending to the feeling that he had known it all along. Icerys was the mother, he came to understand, the one who had borne the egg.

A monstrous bellow turned Icerys’s head, letting Joran see her icy blue scales in the light of the fires that burned across the battlefield. He also saw the Troll lumbering towards her with a mighty war hammer in its blistered hands. A fearsome growl rumbled out of Icerys’s chest as her jaws began to part. The glands either side of her tongue tensed in the grip of coiling muscles. The dragon’s fire was stayed, however, the kill claimed by another.

It seemed the night gave birth to that other, a mountain of black scales, horns as thick as ancient trees, and splayed claws so large they could ensnare several horses at once. The Troll was crushed beneath those claws, its swollen belly bursting like a waterskin and its bones pulverised within.

Icerys felt love for this dragon, who had descended from black of night on bat-like wings. Purple eyes looked back at her, unaware that millennia on from that moment, Joran would see them as Icerys did. There was unspoken power behind those orbs, a power so terrible they might undo all the work of man with naught but a look.

Malliath…

The dragon’s name came to him then, just as he came to know that Malliath was the father of his egg. The black dragon whipped its head around and unleashed a corridor of fire into the ranks of green cloaks. In the stark light of his fiery breath, the scene changed, casting Joran from one moment in time to another. The thunderous uproar of battle was gone in an instant to be replaced by the interminable dripping of water.

A dungeon.

Icerys moved her head, and the rattle of chains followed her. Joran could feel the cool ring of thick iron clamped around her neck and the sting of great spikes and bolts that pinned her wings down. There was a taste of old blood in her mouth—her blood. She was hungry, starving even. New wounds interfered with old wounds, inducing variable layers of pain across her body.

Her newest wound had nearly been the end of her. It was only a flash, a memory that sparked hot and torturous in Joran’s mind. The egg had been taken from her. Not just taken, Joran knew. Ripped from her very flesh by human hands. The blood loss had yet to kill Icerys, though it was only a step behind her heartbreak.

“Come now, Icerys,” a rasping voice beckoned from the other side of the dungeon. “You’re not giving up on me are you? We’ve so much more to accomplish together.”

The blue dragon slowly turned her head and laid eyes on her captor. Coiled in thick chains, her jaw was clamped shut, preventing her from bathing the chamber in righteous fire. How she longed to burn him.

With naught but trousers and an apron on, the man stepped away from the table and surrounding racks of sharp implements so he might better address the dragon. He was coated in blood, the apron not nearly enough to have protected his naked torso. It did little to hide his impressive physique too, though the blood had stained the white hair he kept fashioned in a thick mohawk that went on to run down his back in a long braid.

It was him.

Skara Pendain.

The First Rider.

The Dark One.

Joran’s memories collided with those of Icerys, and he was momentarily returned to the depths of Azad-guul. He saw his father, Gallien, writhe and spasm with an ancient skeleton gripped in his hand—the two bonded by the vambrace. All that had made Gallien the man he was had been knocked loose, allowing him to recall the memories he had long forgotten, allowing his true self to worm through, allowing The Dark One to return.

Joran…

The young dragon, yet to hatch, called out to him again. He could feel its presence—his presence—slipping through the halls of his mind, assessing every part of him. He dwelled on the loss Joran felt for his father, for the pit it had opened within him. So too did he delve into Joran’s feelings regarding his mother, Ilithranda—taken from him during his earliest breaths. The unborn dragon shared in the grief of it all, seeing the fate of his own mother play out just as Joran did. They were both orphans. They were both the offspring of greatness, of true power.

That was where they came from. That to which they were bound was a future that had placed them at its very fulcrum. Upon their doing, the lever would turn, and the world would change, and a time of dragons would come again.

Where before Joran had felt he could put down such a destiny in favour of supporting Gallien and the others, that sense of duty now burned in him. It was amplified all the more by his dragon, the son of Icerys and Malliath. As their souls began to entwine, the oaths of the Dragon Riders—oaths forged by Malliath himself—were integrated as a third strand in their bond.

Lying on the cave floor, his veins bulging beneath his taut and flushed skin, Joran couldn’t help but voice the words. “Unwavering valour… Unyielding… honour. Unending… sacrifice.”

In his mind, he heard the young dragon make the same vow, though it felt an unconscious effort on the dragon’s part, as if he was simply too young to have understood exactly what was happening.

Icerys’s memories clawed at Joran again, dragging him back into that dungeon. A smile slithered across Skara’s face like a shadow given form—slow, deliberate, and utterly wrong, as he picked up new instruments of torture. The memory blended with Joran’s own, stitching the moment with another. He now saw Gallien dying only feet away, in the depths of Azad-guul.

It was all so painful to watch, to feel.

As Gallien rose, his mind now realigned with his older self, Joran braced himself, aware that he was about to watch the man who looked like his father murder The Green Leaf.

Joran…

From within his egg, the unborn dragon pulled Joran away from both scenes. As their hearts beat in sync with each other, he knew they would share the pain. Halve it. Endure it. The time had come for the boy to die and the man to rise. And it was with great anguish that Joran allowed his new companion to cleave the line between the two. The change that then took hold of him was tenfold, his mind, body, and spirit moulded into something else, something new, something eternal.

Time lost its grip on him. He shed the naivety of youth and accepted the cloak of inherited wisdom. His bones drank in the magic that poured from the unseen world.

It was all torn through by a flashing image of Oaken, whose calling squawk rang through his mind like a bell. While he dripped with sweat and his muscles cried out, Joran was reminded, however fleetingly, that he was half Vahlken. He imagined then that the magic of both worlds was colliding within him, a mix never seen before. For a moment, he feared the two incompatible.

It was all washed away in an instant, his fear cleansed, anxiety purged, and all uncertainty replaced with a singular fact: he was to begin again, right there in that cave.

With Morgwyn…

It was Icerys who spoke the name into being, her voice echoing down through the ages and the memories she had imparted to her unborn son.

With glassy violet eyes, Joran looked upon the dark purple egg with wonder and anticipation. It was nearly impossible to see now, its shape distorted by flames and smoke, the air rippling all about it. The shell was melting, and with such heat that it burned a small well into the stone.

Something moved within the smoke as the fire died down.

Morgwyn moved.

His chest heaving, Joran picked himself up onto all fours. The heat was almost unbearable, but Joran only edged closer, his white hair plastered to his face with sweat.

A faint shriek broke the tension, and a pair of wings flared from within the smoke. Joran instinctively retreated as the dragon leaped into view, his fine tail whipping through the air.

And there he was.

Morgwyn!

Joran had never seen anything in his life that so robbed him of words. There was so much of him to see, yet Joran was captivated by the small reptilian eyes that looked back at him. Violet eyes. They shared the very same tone, though where one had inherited them from his mother, the other had inherited them from his father.

Beyond those exquisite orbs, Joran took in the shape of his two snaking horns of pitch black. From his crown there began a line of small spikes that only grew smaller as they descended towards his tail, which was yet to bear any spikes of its own.

Morgwyn flapped his wings, revealing the pinkish hue of his membranes and darker veins that ran throughout. His wingspan was probably no more than Joran’s arm, much like the length of his body, including his tail, which was yet to stop moving.

Morgwyn pounced, forcing Joran back until the young dragon could land in his lap. A pointed tongue shot out and licked some of the sweat from his arm, but Joran was too busy admiring his companion’s scales to notice. Like his egg, they were plates of dark purple, each perfectly layered atop the other. As he moved about, the distant firelight revealed specks of ice blue—his mother’s colour.

Playfully, Morgwyn rolled onto his back, wings bent at awkward angles. His underbelly was a lighter tone of purple, though the plates were significantly larger as they stretched from one side of his ribs to the other. They were thicker too, like an armoured cuirass.

“Morgwyn,” he croaked, his voice feeling brittle. But it felt wondrous to say his name aloud!

At last, his destiny had manifested, and with it came a sense of peace that even the combined revelations of both his adoptive and biological father couldn’t shatter. Morgwyn wasn’t the only one to have been born in that cave.

He was a Dragon Rider now.

Joran’s attention snapped to the dull light beyond the cave. There was a man standing there, his black cloak rippling in the breeze. Baelon Vos. The Dragonlord looked down at him impassively, his expression unreadable. How long had he been standing there?

“Very good,” he declared in his rich baritone. “Now we can begin.”
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NEW CLAWS


Skara stood up and stretched his back, the bones cracking audibly while he wiped a bloody hand down his bare chest. He was hot, sweating from the exertion both physical and mental. It seemed every other thought was an intruder, be it a time, place, or even a person from one of his many lives.

And damned if there weren’t lifetimes of useless information crowding his mind. Lifetimes utterly wasted as a farmer or a merchant. Images pressed upon him of his time as a tanner, a butcher, and a lowly servant to some Blood Lord. They all drowned in the countless years in countless cities where he had survived a life on the streets as no more than a beggar.

Such overcrowding contended with the memories he sought from his true life, as Skara Pendain—The Dark One. Only his rage had given him the strength and perseverance to wade through the sludge.

The labour completed now, Skara tilted his head and admired his work. Barad-Agin’s work, in truth. The spells he was entwining were straight from The Deceiver’s research, now ancient, never to be known by the wizards of present day.

Still, the battle he fought with himself had only prolonged the Padoshi’s suffering.

Flat on his back, his enormous belly remained a dome of flesh, bloated and sickly pale between smears of blood. For an hour or more, the crime lord had moaned and sputtered hopeless pleas for mercy, unable to move while his hands and feet remained nailed to the floor by Andaren daggers. In that time, a handful of his thuggish subjects had arrived, returning from their illicit work in the city, though they had achieved little more than offering the cleric guards some sport.

The Eldan had watched his master intently, interested in every complex pattern Skara carved into the Padoshi’s naked flesh. Indeed, there wasn’t an inch of his body that hadn’t been used as a canvas for magic, though the oozing blood made much of Skara’s work hard to see.

“What do you think, Mr Grim?” he asked, glancing at the executioner.

Fileus was a butcher of men—there was nothing he couldn’t stomach. From the pillar to which he was chained, he looked directly at his dying master, his expression blank. While it appeared the man felt nothing, Skara could see that oldest of emotions behind his only eye. He was afraid. Mr Grim didn’t care what happened to his employer, but he feared the same would be done to him.

“Is he not magnificent?” Skara asked, a proud smile revealing the splatters of blood on his teeth.

“Gallien—” Fileus began, his tone pleading.

“That’s not my name!” Skara snapped, his voice cracking the air.

Skara turned away and closed his eyes. His emotions were closely tied to his magic, and the latter remained wildly out of control.

It didn’t help that he could feel the smuggler’s memories worming around, desperate to steer his consciousness. He thought of Joran then, saw him as a babe in his arms, even felt his blade run through the men who had threatened them over the years. Skara quashed it all, his original memories—his centuries of memory—burying everything and anything that belonged to his life as Gallien Drakalis.

“You’re dead,” he muttered under his breath. “So stay dead.”

Deciding he should bathe in his true memories, Skara recalled those golden years, when battlefields of men had roared his name and looked upon him with awe. He had but to speak, and the world had shuddered. His footsteps had heralded change. His hands had crafted entire kingdoms.

Inevitably, his memories were drawn to the era in which the realm turned against him, their fears twisted by Malliath and the Dragon Riders.

“The minds of men are fickle,” he began. “That, at least, has not changed.”

The Padoshi managed to turn his head, if only a notch. “Please…” he croaked feebly.

Skara ignored him, returning his attention to the man who had cut off his hand. “In a time before this, when the great forests of this world were still young, my work was misunderstood by the masses. The common man could only comprehend it through their fear, as an animal might look upon a camp fire. Fear led them to believe I was something wicked. Something unnatural. Something dark. As is the way with humanity, all things must be named if we are to take control of them in some way. And so, they named me… The Dark One.” He let the title hang in the air for a moment longer, as if he were savouring the feel of it on his tongue. “I accepted it, of course, just as I accepted the name they gave me before that, when they chanted Pendain across battlefields. But it gave them no control over me. A fact that only amplified their fears.”

He spotted a mistake in one of the glyphs carved into the Padoshi’s skin, just beneath his ribs, and set his knife back to work correcting it. “I’m sure a day is coming when the people of today bestow another name on me. I will accept that one too. True gods do not name themselves, after all. They simply are.”

Mr Grim frowned, his confusion plain to see. “A… a god?”

Skara smiled as he once had, eons past, shaping his face in a way he never had when smiling as Gallien. “Of course,” he replied, his tone suggesting it should be obvious. “I have lived many lives of men and walked across worlds you cannot fathom. Not once have I found evidence of a god. If the gods ever existed, they have surely abandoned us now. And is it any wonder?” he asked rhetorically, slicing the crime lord’s skin to perfect the glyph. “We’ve known nothing but war since our first breath. We argue over our makers and raise up new deities in their place, figments of our imagination that better serve our fears or greed.”

“It was your greed that spoiled the world!”

Skara whipped his head around to locate the source of the outrage. Standing where the Padoshi’s throne should have been was Gelakor, his cream cloak flapping wildly behind him. Further still was a ragged window into Verda’s earlier years, upon a clifftop where they had clashed in words and steel.

He couldn’t remember the events that took place before or after the traitorous Dragon Rider yelled at him, only that it resulted in bloodshed. “You had your time!” Skara spat venomously. “Return to Death, son of Felion!”

Skara raked his left hand across the living memory, tearing it from view. He was then painfully aware of how his outburst must have looked to those around him, who had seen nothing of Gelakor or the encroaching memory.

“Take heart, Mr Grim!” he declared, reclaiming his grip on reality. “I have not abandoned you. When the world was young, I pledged myself to the people of Verda, to serve them, to protect them! I lost everything to that cause. Do you know what happens when a man loses everything and even Death won’t have him? When there’s no more down? When there’s no more pain you can endure?” Skara took a breath, the sweat dripping from his nose. “You gather all the broken pieces, and you rebuild.”

With a knowing grin, Skara tapped the flat of the knife against his head. “Ah, but I have shed my skin like a snake now! I am not content to merely rebuild. I must forge something new. Something better. Something stronger.”

Whispers bored into his head, incessant voices bombarding him from every direction, snatching at his attention.

“Silence!” he bellowed at no one.

His chest heaving, Skara locked eyes with Mr Grim. “I won’t be brought down again—never again! This I vow to you. To all of Verda. You are all children of the world I crafted. But you have been left to rot. Your lives are small and brief, like sparks hurled from the flame. It blinds you to the truth,” he insisted, wagging his knife in Fileus’s direction, “that your own nature is the very thing you need protecting against.”

“Please,” Mr Grim began again, his voice quavering now. “I can be of use to you.”

Skara chuckled to himself. “There you go, proving me right, Fileus. You are corrupted by your very nature. You have no loyalty to your master. Your allegiance can be bought and bartered like a goat at market. You do not deserve the world beneath your feet—the world I won for you. The Leviathans would have scoured this realm and devoured every living thing had I not challenged them.” Skara scrutinised the executioner’s woeful face. “Look at you. You have no idea what I’m talking about. I’m not even recalled in myth.” Skara sighed, all of his pieces not yet put together.

“My Lord,” The Eldan said, turning his attention back to the Padoshi. “His breathing has become quite shallow. Is he permitted to die?”

“Not yet,” Skara replied, forgetting Mr Grim for now. “Pay attention, Apprentice. There are many forms of magic. You must learn them all if you are to be of use to me.”

“My Lord⁠—”

“Come, come,” Skara bade.

The Eldan crouched beside him without protest, his robes soaking up the spilt blood.

“What do you see?” The Dark One asked, gesturing at the Padoshi.

The Andaren hesitated. “Pain,” he eventually answered.

“You’re blinded by the flesh,” Skara told him. “This is no man before you. This is a chamber!” He slapped the flat of the blade against the Padoshi’s swollen gut. “A vast one at that. Lots of blood, and that’s a good thing.”

“A chamber?” The Eldan questioned.

Skara laughed, amused by the beauty and genius of it. “Yes! The magic I require is quite potent. It must be amplified. Our Padoshi here will provide the confined space we need. You see the glyphs, yes?” Skara wiped away a portion of blood to momentarily reveal a patch of carvings. “’Tis a language unlike any other. It cannot even be truly understood. You have to learn to attune yourself to it.”

“What does it do?” The Eldan asked.

“It doesn’t do anything. It simply is. Like a sword or a hammer, it’s just a thing that is until someone who knows how to wield it comes along and uses it.”

“Then… what is it?” the Andaren asked instead.

“If Verda herself had a tongue, this is the language she would utter,” Skara explained. “These glyphs are the barrier between worlds. This is how one world communicates with another. If you can control this language, you can break the very laws of nature.”

Smiling at the thought of it, The Dark One tore off the bandages that concealed his weeping stump. It had a foul stench about it. He had no doubt then that the wound would be the death of him long before madness took him.

Using one finger, he went on to wipe a vertical line through the blood that coated the Padoshi’s round stomach. “Magic is always most concentrated in our bones. It’s the marrow, you see. It’s where we draw the magic from one world into another. As such, there is power in our blood. That same power binds us to realms beyond this one.”

He patted the crime lord’s swollen gut before picking up the fine knife again. It was slick with blood, the steel barely visible. Semi-conscious, the crime lord whimpered as Skara made his first incision, tracing the line he had created with his finger. Slicing through the skin and considerable layer of fat beneath, he ran the blade down from sternum to navel.

The Padoshi gasped, his breath taken away by pain and fear in one excruciating draw of the blade. Blood spilled out of the vertical wound and bathed the stone floor around the contours of his body. All the while, Skara added his voice to the blood spell, whispering those most guttural sounds that corresponded to the glyphs and runes.

His muscles were soon taut with exertion, but it didn’t stop him from plunging his right arm into the Padoshi’s open wound. From stump to elbow he was embraced by guts and a copious volume of hot blood. He poured his will into the spell, resenting the constraint he felt in a body that possessed such low conductivity to the Realm of Magic.

It would have been at this point during the spell, in days ancient and forgotten by man, when Barad-Agin dropped a spider into the blood, crossing that line Skara had vowed never to step over. But that Skara had died. He had been defeated. Reborn, he needed to accomplish his task by any means necessary.

To that end, he didn’t have a spider. He had a red dragon scale. His free hand retrieved it from a pouch on his belt. It was such a small and simple thing, yet it would solve all of his problems at once.

He dropped Herragax’s scale into the Padoshi’s stomach, adding its essence to the mix. At the same time, the Padoshi took his very last breath, dying precisely when he was needed to, his life exchanged as Skara conjured new flesh into being.

His eyes shut tight, Skara felt his arm in the grip of magic now. Even with the strength of ten men he couldn’t have extricated himself from that stinking gut.

It was exhilarating and terrifying all at once! There was no feeling like breaking the laws of nature, and how much more powerful he would be made for it.

His eyes snapped open.

Something was wrong. The blood inside the crime lord’s open gut was bubbling, the steam rising into Skara’s face. It wasn’t just the blood spilling over the edges but the magic itself. The Padoshi’s dead body spasmed, putting the daggers in his hands and feet to the test.

“No,” Skara hissed under his breath.

The spell was escalating, growing out of his control, beyond the confines of his diminished abilities. It had to be the dragon scale. Though inanimate and only part of the whole, it carried the essence of Herragax, whose own will was that of a dragon, a creature not idly wielded. It fought against his designs, threatening the integrity of the entire spell.

Unless…

What if he didn’t know everything of Barad-Agin’s work? What had the old wretch kept from him? What was he missing that would grant him control over the spell? Those questions wormed in his mind, lending to the suspicions that his master had retained secrets, ensuring that he remained the master.

Skara would have cursed the fiend had every word from that inexplicable language not broken away from Skara’s lips as little more than a growl. He would dominate the scale’s defiant will and make it his own. And so, he steeled himself, compacting the spell with his spite, his malice, and his savage fury, each born in him eons past when his wife and sons had been butchered. Since that day, it had been a well he frequented all too often.

Up and down the Padoshi’s body, the runes and glyphs began to split apart, losing their cohesion as they spilled yet more blood, weakening the spell. Against his pillar, Mr Grim pressed himself as far as he could into the stone while The Eldan and his four adepts backed off several steps.

Skara ignored them all. He could feel victory within his grasp, but if he yielded even a portion of the spell to the dragon scale it would have ruinous consequences, upending his intentions for it. What then? What abomination would he become?

No… He hadn’t survived the ages to be brought down like this. He was Skara Pendain, the Talakin, the Great Shadow, the Eikor, The Dark One!

His will power battled ardently with his adopted body’s low conductivity, as if he were forcing torrents of magic through a narrow slit. The consequences could be seen and felt around the chamber as spontaneous and unnatural phenomena broke out. Some of the pillars began to freeze over while drapes combusted into flames. The air grew thick as winter was pushed out by a supernatural humidity. Small flashes of lightning danced across the hard floor, chasing the adepts back even further.

Had it not been for those phantasms of magic on his periphery, Skara could have attested to an age passing while he fought for dominance. And fight he did. As his sweat mixed with the blood that had splashed across his skin, he felt conquest in his hand.

In his hand…

Secure in his grip, in the bloody bowels of the Padoshi, was Herragax’s scale. Skara felt the tethers of magic relent about his arm, allowing him to slowly remove it from the disgusting cauldron of flesh and gore. He discarded the scale in favour of marvelling at his new appendage.

Smoke still curled from the Padoshi’s spent body, the scent of blood and scorched bone thick in the air. Runes etched into his flesh flickered with dying light, like a cooling heart.

Skara stood up, bare-chested and blood-slicked, his right arm trembling from the effort, the pain, the power. Where once there had been a stump—jagged and infected, there was now something magnificent.

The skin was scaled, crimson, and faintly luminous with lingering magic, like molten metal cooling under glass. His fingers and thumb ended in black, curved talons, sharp as obsidian blades. The knuckles flexed, joints cracking like firewood snapping under pressure. A surge of warmth ran through it—not just warmth, but heat, a living flame tethered to sinew and bone.

He raised it slowly, reverently, turning it in the low light. The scales caught the dance of torchlight, casting flickering patterns on the walls.

The Dark One smiled then. Not with joy. Not with triumph. But with a quiet, terrible satisfaction. It was no crude graft. It was a gift of power, torn from another realm, paid for in pain and blood.

It was a gift he intended to share with the world.
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18 Years Ago…

Boasting the acute vision of an eagle, Daijen watched the dragon from afar. A spatter of trees half eaten by the onset of autumn stood between them, yet still he observed the creature through the gaps in the skeletal branches. At his back, nestled into the cliffside, sat a cave of shadows, and thick they were to conceal the likes of an Aegre.

Valyra’s beak, armoured in plated steel and tipped with silvyr, remained in the darkness, her sharp eyes also tracking the dragon. Mutants both, Vahlken and Aegre were so still as to be dead.

Daijen didn’t need to look back to know that his winged companion was bristling, ready for the fight. “Easy, Valyra,” he whispered soothingly.

He had determined, some weeks past, that the dragon and their Rider were loyal to the throne of Erador and not Baelon Vos, keeping to their oath and duty to protect the realm. As such, they were patrolling the coast like the other dragons they had encountered over the last year. And what a long year it had been, longer in Daijen’s opinion than the many years of hunting before it.

Their incursion into Erador had been a matter of precise timing and an abundance of patience, the latter having slipped away from him day by day. It had been agonisingly slow gaining ground one mile at a time, always hiding and waiting for Erador’s guardians to offer a gap. There had been days and weeks here and there when the Rider and their dragon had made camp, preventing Daijen and Valyra from moving on. Worse were the times when it had prevented them from hunting, running the Aegre’s patience, in particular, into the ground.

During those times of hunger and despair, Daijen had considered going straight up and taking advantage of the extra altitude Aegres could master over dragons. Distance was the issue, of course. Up there, where the air was so thin, the Vahlken would have to limit his breathing, a feat he could only achieve for a short amount of time, and Erador was vast from east to west. They would, inevitably, have to descend regularly, risking notice from any on the ground. How long would it take for word of an Aegre flying over Eradoran soil to reach one of the dragons? They couldn’t risk being actively hunted in a foreign land.

Such logic had resigned them to the long journey down Erador’s coast until they curved around the mountains of The Gold Rise and headed north, to the top of The Hox. There, the island of Carstane awaited them.

Sure that the blue dragon flying north, towards Broadcastle, was the last on the coastal trail, Daijen was confident the days ahead would be full of long and uninterrupted flights. The remainder of their journey would be a fraction of the time it had taken to infiltrate Erador’s western coastline.

“Easy,” Daijen bade again.

The only eyes better than an Aegre’s were those of a dragon. If they moved too soon—if they moved at all—they could be seen by those reptilian slits. Though the next closest dragon was many miles north of the blue one in the sky, there was every chance they were still close enough to commune with each other. The proximity required for dragons to mentally communicate was information not to be found in Ka’vairn’s library, and he had never asked Androma while he had the chance.

Perfectly motionless, the Vahlken chastised himself for thinking of the blind Dragon Rider. His memories of Androma often tempted him during his hours of sleep. He could walk through every moment he had ever experienced with her, see her golden hair in the sunlight, smell her sweet scent on the air. She had been intoxicating to be around, though he had hid it well from her. She was a warrior born, her heart that of the dragon and her sense of self as sharp as her silvyr blade and as plain to see as her beauty. Be it love or lust, neither of them had time for it.

He wondered if the shadow of grief still clung to her as keenly as it had all those years ago, when Maegar’s death was so fresh. Often, in months of late, Daijen had come to resent his own sense of self, for it had squarely placed the weight of the world upon his shoulders. Had he been able to shrug it off, he would have stayed with Androma and seen her through what he could of her grief, perhaps even to the end of her days.

Such were the dreams of those sequestered by fate.

It seemed an age again before the blue dragon faded into the north. Daijen and Valyra wasted no time, diving from the cliff to soar just above the waves. What glorious freedom it was that greeted them thereafter, their path clear of dragons, too few in number to mount a closer watch of the western coast.

As he had predicted, their journey north, up Erador’s eastern coast, was significantly quicker. While they stopped routinely to rest and hunt, they traversed the realm of man in just over six weeks before peeling away to cross a portion of The Hox’s dark waves. Carstane was the largest island in those waters, its borders shaping it like a severed talon. As per the archivist’s directions, Daijen kept Valyra on an easterly heading.

Into the storm.

It reigned over the north, a black behemoth of churning rage. It roared with thunder and spasmed with lightning, its flashes illuminating the sharp rocks of Carstane beneath it. The island was pummelled by sheets of cold and unrelenting rain while its forests stood in defiance of the battering wind, but land was land, and Valyra was in need of somewhere to rest her wings.

Cutting through the rain, the Aegre dived towards Carstane and swept over the cliffs at speed. Lightning struck one of the trees in the distance, its canopy exploding in a shower of spark. The extra light revealed a glimpse of hewn stone jutting out from a rocky rise in the east. Though only an impression, Daijen was reminded of Ka’vairn, its old stone protruding from The Hellion Mountains.

Cleaving through the storm, it eventually became clear that there was nothing so large as a mountain in the region, and that the ruins in question dominated a large peak. The original structure looked to have been quite comprehensive, its ancient walls and hollow chambers sprawled across the hillside. Its fortifications had long been decimated, its outer walls reduced to rubble in swathes while enormous blocks of stone littered the fields at the base. A collection of towers and minarets remained poised in the north while a considerably larger citadel stood centrally, its broken spire still high enough to top the rise.

The storm spat forth another bolt of lightning, the staccato of energy striking the citadel this time. Daijen had Valyra cut their flight short, wanting to avoid the lightning that might be attracted to her armoured plating. The ground jolted the Vahlken as all four of the Aegre’s feet touched down at a run, their journey finally coming to an end under the cover of trees, perhaps a mile west of the ruins.

“Rest, my friend.” Daijen ran a hand over her wet feathers. “You’ve more than earned it,” he went on, praising the Aegre. “I don’t think any of your kin have ever flown this far east before.” Valyra gave a low squawk, her head bobbing before lowering to the ground with her body. “I know. You could have kept going. Perhaps one day, we can chase the sunrise together. Hmm? See where the world really begins.”

Valyra was already closing her big yellow eyes, too tired to even hunt. Daijen stroked her neck one last time before investigating his saddlebags for food and water. He envisioned a cosy campfire beside his feathered companion with a well-earned piece of cooked rabbit and black-spice tea, if he had any left. His keen eyes, however, brought such plans to an end.

It had been a momentary flash, but such a thing was terribly bright in the dark of night and it had come from the ruins. It had also been purple. The Vahlken moved away from Valyra and focused his gaze. It did not occur again, though he was confident he had seen the event.

“Magic,” he muttered to himself.

Elik had informed him that a contingent of Skaramangians had been garrisoned on the island since the Amon-Agin had been cleared out. Were there clerics too? They possessed the alchemical knowledge to produce such an iridescent flare, though why they would have was a mystery.

Daijen sighed. He couldn’t abide mysteries.

Rather than wait until first light, as he had intended, the Vahlken trotted off with no more than a glance cast back at Valyra. He knew better than to enter an unknown and certainly dangerous situation without her at his back, but the magic element was a quantity he couldn’t measure as yet. Exhausted as she was, he wouldn’t put the Aegre’s life in jeopardy when he could move so easily unseen and get a lay of the land.

His jog soon turned into a flat-out sprint no man could match, taking the Vahlken to the ancient site with supernatural haste. Using the partially destroyed walls, he dashed from cover to cover, his soaked bear pelt heavy on his shoulders. Being on the cusp of three days awake, he could feel the call of sleep and knew he should have heeded it.

Still on the perimeter, he pressed himself into remains of a wall and peered round at what looked to have once been the entrance. There was no sign of any doors, the wood long having been used for kindling, no doubt. The archway itself was missing its cornerstone, the block surely dislodged during the Skaramangian siege. Beyond lay only shadows and the promise of conflict.

A flicker of excitement ran through the Vahlken. It had been too long since his prowess in battle had been of use. Evading dragons for a year had been a matter of staying gripped to Valyra while she flew at speed. Keeping to his rigorous routines in caves and on cliff sides was no substitute for what he had been bred for. He yearned for the weight and balance of his scimitar and atori short-sword as he wielded them in combat, against real foes. He hated to think how much further the Skaramangians had progressed in the year he had left them to their work.

Before his pride could swallow him whole and demand action, the words of his old master found life on the edge of his lips. “No one wants to look in the shadows,” he whispered, his own voice failing to find him through the constant clatter of rain. “We alone must tread where others dare not. We alone must bring the light.”

The mantra grounded him, reminding him of the damage his hubris had caused in the past. His fingers slowly slipped away from the hilts of his weapons, and he waited a moment longer, his eyes scouring the ruins. He discovered no sign of life, not even the light of a fire through one of the slitted windows.

As his gaze roamed over the towers and minarets, Daijen was forced to look again, realising that one of them was not a tower at all. Its ethereal robes of forever night flapping in the wind, Ahnir stood upon the ruins as if the Golem were some fabled herald of doom. For a year he had barely seen the creature, merely awaking a handful of times to its unusual presence.

Let it watch, he thought. The apparition was an unthinking beast, but he liked to believe that while it watched him, it came to the unwavering conclusion that he would be the undoing of its dark master.

A cry of pain bounced off the walls inside the entrance and broke the storm to claw at Daijen’s attention. There came another flash and a crackle of lightning from somewhere deep inside the ruins. The Vahlken moved at once, his hands and feet scrambling to see him ascend the wall at his back. He darted and skipped along the broken wall tops until he penetrated the fortress’s interior.

Maintaining his lofty vantage, Daijen climbed another building and perched in the manner of a watchful gargoyle from the north-west corner. His pointed ears could hear well beyond the normal range, but the storm was an audible fog. The sound of clashing steel rang free of the ruins and a single grunt of exertion with it, but the Vahlken was convinced the source came from both north and south.

Leaping from one wall to another, Daijen controlled his descent and landed on the flat roof of a squat building. Its roof was mostly intact save a jagged hole that allowed the Vahlken to slip inside. He hung from the ceiling for a few heartbeats while his eyes assessed the shadows therein. With hardly a sound, he dropped down, assuming a crouch to absorb as much of the fall as possible.

Somewhat boxed in and connected to other areas within the ruins, the clamour of battle was easier to hear. There were now multiple voices crying out, be it in pain, anguish, or simply effort. Drawing his atori short-sword, Daijen reversed his grip and kept the flat of the bronze blade against his arm before taking to the connecting corridors.

The rain found its way through every crevice where it wasn’t already pouring through the larger holes. Remaining light of foot, the Vahlken passed through the old halls like a ghost, his every step bringing him closer to the action.

The failing walls trembled when another spell blasted through the ruins. Daijen witnessed a portion of it through a gap in the roof, where the air briefly adopted a blue hue. Eager to discern the truth of the matter, the Vahlken pressed on until he found himself at the steps of a sunken chamber, its roof scarred with a mighty crack. Over time, that scar had allowed the chamber to fill with water, so dark that Daijen’s eyes couldn’t pierce it.

The distant sound of battle, coupled with the incessant rain that hammered the water—both of which reverberated off the surrounding walls—created a turbulent atmosphere that bombarded Daijen’s hearing. He considered walking down the steps and wading through to the other side—he was already soaked through, after all—when the decision was taken from him.

All too late did he hear the rushing footsteps behind him. Arms wrapped about his waist, and the weight of another person launched him from the top step and into the water. His confusion was tenfold when he crashed through the water and knocked his head against a chunk of hidden debris. Still, he recovered faster than the one who had accompanied him.

Under a torrent of rain, Daijen snapped to his full height and broke the surface of the frigid water, his long white hair whipping over his back. He grabbed his attacker and yanked him up with one hand while the other brought his atori blade to bear, the weapon not idly dropped. Finally, the enhanced reactions that should have saved him from being ambushed kicked in, and the Vahlken stopped himself before plunging the blade into his foe.

Daijen frowned and dragged back the hood plastered to the man’s face. “What are you doing here?”
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Skara remained enthralled by his new hand. The scales blended into his skin, fusing with the soft flesh. Admittedly, the dragon hide had grown further than he had intended, reaching almost as far as his elbow. It was a victory nonetheless, he decided.

The skin of his palm and between his fingers was coarse and tough, though not nearly so strong as the scales that lined the back of his hand, all the way to his nails—now claws of gleaming obsidian.

“Magnificent,” he uttered, relieved to know that he didn’t need all of Barad-Agin’s secrets.

“My Lord?” The Eldan enquired, daring to come a little closer.

Skara ignored him and turned to one of the cleric guards. “Strike me,” he commanded, to which the adept looked nervously at The Eldan. “Don’t look at him. You serve me. Take your blade in hand and strike me. If you hold back, I will gut you where you stand.”

If he remained unsure, the adept put it behind him and advanced on Skara with his scimitar in hand. He came at his master with a leaping attack, his blade angled to chop down upon Skara’s head. A red blur swept from left to right, deflecting the scimitar at the last second. Instructed to do no more than that, the cleric guard returned to his statue-like pose and awaited further orders, though his curiosity couldn’t stop him from subtly examining his blade.

The edge had been chipped.

The same could not be said of Skara’s new hand. He had batted the weapon aside using only the back of his hand, where the adamant dragon scale had won out against the adept’s steel. Furthermore, he had felt no pain. He had forged himself a new hand and natural armour to go with it.

“Dragons are the purest of conduits to the Realm of Magic,” he stated, seeing The Eldan’s confusion. “Better than Demetrium,” he elaborated with a cunning smile.

His words were exemplified by the fiery spell he then conjured, the flames dancing about his new red fingers, burning away the blood. He flipped his hand, and the fire lifted to float above his palm, perfectly within his control. He then clenched his fist as tight as he could without stabbing himself with the black claws, ending the spell.

Beyond his hand was a terrified Mr Grim, his body unable to fight against the lashings of chains that held him fast. Skara wandered towards him, enjoying the trepidation his every footstep brought out in the wretch. Standing in front of the man, a devilishly hungry smile on his face, he flexed the fingers of his new hand, casting a simple spell that ripped Fileus’s shirt apart, exposing his bare chest.

Slowly, Skara dragged his claws down, peeling five lines of flesh from his victim. The Padoshi’s favoured executioner howled with pain, a melody to Skara’s ears. Such agony was the sound of true power. And there was no greater power than that which could be wielded over others.

The noise ceased when he rammed his claws straight through the man’s chest, his fingers parted just enough to fit a human heart in his hand. Fileus’s eyes bulged, and his mouth fell ajar with naught but a pained gasp, his entire being in the grips of shock.

Skara tore the thug’s heart clean from his chest, allowing Mr Grim to see it beat—the last thing he ever saw before his head slumped and he exhaled his dying breath. Finally, the heart discarded, Skara pressed his bloodied hand into the man’s face, leaving his corpse with a monstrous red handprint.

For a time, he was enraptured by the image of it. He thought of his sigil, that which had adorned the banners of his battalion, the Skaramangians. Gallien’s memories informed him that it was still being used eons later by those of the same name, though they never displayed it, sharing it only in secret with others of their shadowed order. Even now, the Andarens in his company bore that sigil, hidden somewhere on their body. While he was thankful his most loyal servants had found a way to forge ahead, to seize the future even, he found he no longer cared for the sigil of old.

The Skara Pendain who had been moulded under that banner had been broken into jagged pieces that could not—should not—be put back together. Looking at his dragon hand, he saw that he had, indeed, made something new, better, stronger.

“What is that?” asked a woman’s voice, turning Skara around.

In that same moment, the Padoshi’s fortress home was gone, banished by a memory smuggled in by Gallien Drakalis. Skara blamed himself, his rage having slipped away, replaced by elation. The weight of the memory pressed upon him all the more when he located the woman.

“Kit,” he whispered absently, his mind sliding into Gallien’s perspective.

Kitrana Voden stood in front of him, her big blue eyes looking past him, at something that glowed with a violet hue. Skara turned to follow her gaze, seeing now that he was inside a shadowed chamber illuminated by a single shaft of light from the ceiling high above. His every movement disturbed the water droplets that hung in the air, their suspended existence defying the laws of nature.

Submerged in memory now, Skara followed Gallien’s echo and stepped over a massive skeletal leg to pull back a draping tarpaulin.

“It’s an axe,” he announced.

“I can see that,” the Nimean replied. “It looks…”

“Newly-forged,” Skara finished.

He shut his eyes tight and turned away from the axe. None of it was real. Yet it felt so real, the damp smell of salt water, the cool air kissing his skin, and the wet droplets soaking into his clothes.

Then it dawned on him. He had overlooked something else in that chamber, something Gallien and Kitrana had already addressed. He opened his eyes to see the Nimean had already vanished, eliminated by the degree of control he had gained. But the enormous skeleton remained. Skara looked upon it, instantly recognising the four-armed Golem as Yohem.

The smuggler had discovered the burial site!

As Skara tried to unravel the event and learn of the location from Gallien’s memories, the facade began to break down around him, dissolving until the Padoshi’s home returned. He was no longer standing by the crime lord’s body, however, his feet having taken him to the makeshift throne at the head of the chamber.

A frustrated roar escaped his chest, and a blast of magic tore free from his new hand. The throne was blown to pieces in a distortion of air and mixing colours.

“My Lord?” The Eldan dared to enquire.

“Do not speak!” Skara raged, his voice a terrible thunder. “You brought me back in pieces! All the ages you’ve had to plan for this, and it’s still left to me! How am I to do anything when I don’t know what’s real and what’s not?” The weight of memory pressed upon him physically then, buckling his legs until he sat among the rubble.

“There’s too much,” he mumbled. “Too much...”

The Eldan took tentative steps towards him. “Magic is at your disposal again, my Lord. Perhaps there is way to⁠—”

Skara’s dragon hand shot out, directing the spell that engulfed the Andaren. While he couldn’t see the magic, The Eldan could certainly feel the tethers that ensnared him, dragging him down to his knees in agony. He made no sound, however, his voice within Skara’s invisible grip as much as his bones were.

“There is no spell,” he growled, “no form of magic, that can subdue the lifetimes I have endured.”

Skara’s gaze shifted from The Eldan back to his scaled hand. Herragax’s scale, combined with Barad-Agin’s magic, had granted him control over magic once more, as well as gifting him a new hand. The remaining problem concerning his bloated memory, however, lingered threateningly close. How long before he lost track of reality and wandered endlessly through memory?

Time and tide wait for no man, Skara knew. It wasn’t lost on him that his demise would actually come from a tide of time.

Order needed bringing to the chaos and, for that, his new hand would serve him again. He needed her. He needed Herragax.

Skara lowered his arm, and The Eldan gulped down much needed air, his pain at an end. On all fours, his breathing was haggard, his white hair draped over his face. What a pathetic excuse for an apprentice he was.

Skara was surely tempted to end his life right there and then, adding to the gruesome mess he had already made of the chamber. Killing the wretch, however, would remove his ability to call upon the Skaramangian network that had been built in his name. That was a resource he couldn’t afford to discard. Yet.

More whispers assaulted him then, only this time they were all of the same voice. Female to be sure, and powerful too. They lingered just beyond his ability to understand, drawing him forwards until he discovered the source.

His hand.

He brought it closer to his face, though it made no difference to the intensity of whispers plaguing him.

“Harendun,” The Dark One said without context.

Skara ignored the questioning eyes on him, his own gaze still taken by red scales. The hint of a smile curled his lips. It was already beginning.

“Harendun,” he said again. “It has become a fiefdom all of its own, yes?”

The Eldan took a second to catch up, the echo of his pain only adding to his confusion. “Yes, my Lord,” he stammered. “It is under the rulership of a Dragon Rider⁠—”

“Vander.” The name snapped off Skara’s lips.

Where had that name come from? Gallien or… the scales?

Without meaning to, Skara traversed years into the past until he was, again, seeing through Gallien’s eyes. The smuggler had taken cover behind some crates while he watched Vander fighting a Vahlken in the streets of Harendun. The Vahlken was, ultimately, stabbed in the back by a common soldier, but Vander still took credit for the kill, a fact that none could contest since he then murdered the soldier.

A short, sharp growl breached the air as he fought to take back control of his own mind. Returned to the Padoshi’s chamber, Skara turned to look directly at The Eldan, who had managed to pick himself up now.

“The Skaramangians,” he began. “They are spread across the map like grains of sand, yes? There are those in Thedaria who serve under my banner. I have need of them.”

“Yes, my Lord, though I confess, it would be unorthodox for me to reach out to them directly. We have discreet channels⁠—”

“I don’t care how you do it,” Skara retorted. “I want passage to Harendun.”

The Eldan was still correcting his alabaster hair while he considered The Dark One’s need. “I must warn you, I hold no sway over that city. I cannot say how, but even our human agents were hunted down and eliminated. There’s also...” The Andaren licked his lips and glanced at his master’s red hand. “There’s also the dragons to consider. We have done our best to thin their numbers in preparation for your return, but those that remain⁠—”

“Will live or die as I command it,” Skara interrupted. “Can you arrange passage or not?”

The Eldan bowed his head. “Yes, my Lord.”

The Dark One remained seated where he was for a moment, there at the base of the shattered throne. He sensed The Eldan’s death was in the not-too distant future, and by his own hand at that. Better to obtain his knowledge now, while he still had a body from which to glean it.

Skara stood up and held out his human hand. “Come,” he ordered.

The Eldan approached and glanced at the vambrace on his master’s forearm. His hesitation was brief, but he submitted to the instruction, a fact that spared him Skara’s wrath.

As the pale Andaren hand clasped his human hand, Skara felt his mind connect with another’s. He was not so clumsy as the fools who had wielded it in years passed. The bracer was of his creation, its spells crafted by him at a time when Barad-Agin had been his enemy and Malliath his closest ally. He knew precisely how to use it.

And so he witnessed all of The Eldan’s life as if from a distance and on one vast canvas. The Andaren was centuries old, his earliest days placing him in the hands of the clerics, the majority of which were secretly Skaramangians. Skara cared little for any of it. He had neither the patience nor, more importantly, the space in his mind for the entire life of yet another person.

Through knowledge of how to wield the vambrace, he was able to remove a great number of memories from his perception, allowing him to focus solely on The Eldan’s work of recent years. There was still much to see—too much, given the state of his own fractured mind—but certain elements jumped out at him, demanding his attention.

The gods…

It pleased Skara to know that his Golems had become gods in the eyes of every Andaren. For the longest time they had been beheld as monsters, an obtuse word for what they really were.

Skara delved into The Eldan’s knowledge of them. Ahnir and Govhul were safely tucked away in a place called God Fall, deep into Andara’s western territory. Meliax was in transit that very moment, taken by force. It was testament to the Skaramangians’ influence and control that The Eldan could command the emperor to have his army invade Erador.

Skara lingered there for a moment, teasing out more information where the Andaren forces were concerned. Prior to The Eldan arriving on Nareene, the Skaramangian leader had learnt that the armies of Erador had taken to their ships and were on track to collide with the Andarens far to the north. By now, he mused, they would be locked in battle.

The Dark One moved on, fearful that the memories he extracted would severely impact his already fragile mind. The knowledge he sought was in there, a complex weave of Skaramangian data that could only be understood in its entirety if all the avenues ran through the same gate. The Eldan was that gate. Everything was fed back to him, from the infiltrated echelons of the criminal underworld to the hierarchies of highborn life.

And the Skaramangians were everywhere, woven into the tapestry of civilisation from east to west. Every one of them was operating at a different level of commitment depending on the lies they had been indoctrinated with. There were none above The Eldan, his orders capable of moving all the pieces on their side of the board.

From his mind Skara plucked individuals at their disposal, those who would do his bidding without question. There were so few, however, who actually knew of Skara Pendain’s existence, of The Dark One even. He realised then that for all their work, the Skaramangians of present day could not be entirely relied upon, for they served a network of others who, like them, knew only portions of the truth. If he was to gather all his pieces and make himself whole again, new allies would have to be made, and powerful ones—malleable ones.

As he released The Eldan’s hand and returned to his surroundings, Skara took no more than a step before he felt something hard beneath his boot. He knew exactly what it was before he moved his foot and looked upon the red dragon scale he had discarded after gaining his new hand. He reached down with that very same hand and picked it up, the scale pinched between his claws.

He pocketed it before his attention wandered to The Eldan’s own pockets. What had he seen in the Andaren’s mind that made him look there? His gaze then drifted to one of the pouches hanging from The Eldan’s belt.

“I have seen the orb you carry—a diviner. Your Warlocks devised its workings from my grimoire,” he went on, thinking of the glyphs he had etched into Ahnir’s bones.

The Eldan felt the smooth edges of the orb inside the pouch. “Yes, my Lord. The ruling figures among our order each possess one. It has provided us a great advantage over our enemies.”

Skara took the diviner in hand, scrutinising its design. “There are extra markings,” he observed. “Another spell has been laced into this.”

“There is another diviner, in the hands of a trusted operative. His is slaved to mine and no other.”

Again, The Eldan’s knowledge leaked into Skara’s consciousness, and he was able to draw a name—a title, in fact, and one familiar to Gallien as well.

“The Dancing Sword of the Dawn,” he voiced.

He saw then flashes of the one named Slait, a Vahlken turned Skaramangian. A zealot, in truth. There was no one more malleable than an extremist, and the Skaramangians’ work on the religious texts of the Arkalon had done wonders to foster such beings.

“One of your oldest names, yes?” The Eldan probed. “We incorporated it into the Arkalon—a warrior who stood beside the gods in the war against the Eikor.”

Skara waved his words away; he didn’t care for the fictional history they had invented. “Reach out to Slait and have him meet us in Harendun. He is of useful stock and not to be wasted, especially given the reception we will meet in Harendun.”

The Eldan didn’t look so convinced. “My Lord, Slait was turned to our ways through the teachings of the Arkalon. He believes your Golems to be gods, that they fought the Dark Ones. I fear he would not accept the truth, especially given your current… appearance.”

“Even a mad dog can be brought to heel,” Skara assured him. “Do it.”

“I do not think we will have need of him, my Lord. Cleric guards are among the best warriors in all Andara, and they would each die for you.”

“Better is the warrior that slays my foes and lives to do it again,” Skara remarked, tossing the diviner back to the Andaren. “I would surround myself with the best.”

“Of course, my Lord,” The Eldan replied with a curt bow.

Skara looked down at himself, displeased with the volume of blood that stained his skin and beard. He glanced at the doors that led off from the grand chamber, where the Padoshi’s every need had long been catered to.

“I’m going to bathe,” he announced, leaving the Andarens in the midst of his bloody work. “See to my commands, Apprentice. Our journey is just beginning.”


12
THE FIRST DAY OF FOREVER


As ever, Joran’s eyes adjusted seamlessly to the change in light as he departed the cave, his pupils barely shrinking yet still able to avoid being overwhelmed. There had been a time when he thought everyone’s eyes adapted like that, just as he had once believed everyone acclimatised to extreme temperatures like he did. He knew better now, of course. Andaren magic flowed through his blood—his mother’s blood.

Vahlken blood.

Joran was not alone as he stepped into the light. Nor would he be ever again. He could feel the pressure of small claws on his back and more on his right shoulder. Morgwyn’s head was beside his own, his vibrant violet eyes drinking in the world for the first time.

Humming a tune he couldn’t quite recall, Joran inhaled the cold air, breathing in the world as a new man. It occurred to him then, as it had not in the chaotic week prior, that his birthday had come and gone. He hated to think what he had actually been doing that day—there hadn’t been good days for a long while.

As a seventeen-year-old now, he looked at Morgwyn, thankful to have bonded with the dragon at such a young age. It seemed there was a promise of good days to come in those violet eyes—a promise of hope.

The sound of rushing water turned Joran’s attention to the waterfall on his right, where it cascaded from the mountain at his back. The water fed into a river, which led his wandering gaze to a familiar dragon—the same that had taken him from Nareene.

The dragon remained prone in the river while it watched him intently with green reptilian eyes. His scales were that of a dull honey, flecked with silver and bronze save for his singular horn of black that sprouted from the middle of his forehead.

“That’s Kalaghan,” Baelon Vos declared, turning Joran quickly on the spot.

He hardly glimpsed the sword that had been tossed towards him, though he still managed to reach out and snatch it by the hilt at the last second. Joran held it only so long as it took Baelon to swing his own sword, batting it from his grip. Like a viper, the Dragonlord then lashed out with a swift boot to Joran’s chest, launching him from his feet.

Morgwyn—who had leaped wildly from Joran’s shoulder—charged at Baelon with bared fangs. The Dragonlord gave him mind, though only enough to swat the hatchling aside with the flat of his blade before his foot lifted into Joran’s ribs.

The world was a mixture of rage and pain in that moment. He wanted to rip Baelon apart for harming Morgwyn, but it was hard to concentrate with so little breath in his lungs.

“Again,” the Dragonlord commanded, flicking Joran’s abandoned sword with the tip of his own.

Joran didn’t even try to catch it this time, the weapon clattering across the stone at his side. Instead, he looked to Morgwyn, who was staggering to his feet and tasting blood on his tongue.

“I had hoped you would be more adaptable than this,” Baelon confessed. “Even half a Vahlken should prove a worthy adversary. Pick it up.”

Gladly, Joran scooped up the sword as he exploded into a mad dash. Being of silvyr, the weapon was light, the hilt and guard ornate in its design, including the pommel, which had been crafted into a dragon. He had seen one just like it, of course, in the hands of Kassanda Grey. That meant little when faced by a nine-hundred-year-old warrior wielding the same deadly weapon.

They clashed in a ring of silvyr, but Joran’s anger was now his master. Instead of meeting the Dragonlord with all that Kassanda had taught him, he swung his blade with abandon, desperate to make him bleed as he had Morgwyn.

Baelon Vos did not part with his blood so easily.

Wielding his weapon in one hand, he parried, blocked, and deflected every one of Joran’s blows with smooth proficiency, his blade always moving as if he already knew where his opponent intended to strike. By Joran’s tenth swing, Baelon lowered his sword and met the incoming attack with his left vambrace, the scales of dull honey capable of standing up to the silvyr edge. Rather than plunge his blade into Joran’s gut—as well he could—the Dragonlord clubbed him across the face with the pommel of his sword.

Unbalanced and scored with more pain, Joran could do nothing to stop Baelon from grabbing him by the shirt and holding him fast while he hammered that same pommel into his head.

The blackout was brief, no more than a couple of seconds, but it was enough to have robbed Joran of the memory of actually falling. By his reckoning, he went from standing to lying face down on the stone without ever having moved. Significantly more pain followed, the dull ache in his head only added to by the sting of broken skin.

Morgwyn was soon by his side again, his pointed tongue licking at his cheek. A shadow bore down on them, and the hatchling turned and hissed.

“This will not do,” Baelon stated, disappointment in his rich voice. “On your feet.”

Pushing through his pain, Joran picked himself up, his sword coming with him. The Dragonlord was standing in a clearing between the cave entrance and a dense wall of trees in the distance. Between him and the forest there rested a sprawling campsite, amidst which Joran spotted a collection of men and women—Dragon Riders all by their attire. While they all wore the same dusty tan cloak, their pauldrons and vambraces of dragon scales were a variety of colours.

Those same colours could be seen on their dragons. Joran stepped back as he counted more and more of them, behemoths of fangs and claws. All but Kalaghan, who rested in the river, had found purchase on the mountain face, and all of them were looking down at Joran and Morgwyn. Joran gave the Riders, whose sullen expressions were actually readable to him, an extra moment of scrutiny.

There might have been eight of them, including Baelon, but his mind felt simultaneously scrambled by the bond and numbed by the recent blows to the head.

“They are aggrieved,” the Dragonlord reported. “As am I.”

Baelon came at him again, his sword whipping up high and round before he changed tack and swept the silvyr across Joran’s legs. Morgwyn scurried away while Joran dived over the blade and rolled back to his feet. It proved a mistake a second later, his head injury far from done with him. The dizziness was accompanied by a bout of nausea that sent Joran reeling back towards his opponent.

Despite his visible age—which put Baelon around sixty years old—the Dragonlord sprang with the suppleness and vigour of a considerably younger man. Both of his feet completely off the ground, Baelon extended his right leg and kicked Joran in the chest for a second time. Joran damn-near folded in half as he was sent tumbling towards the campsite. Coughing and groaning, he was barely aware of the Dragonlord’s slow advance.

“We lost brothers and a sister on Nareene,” Baelon announced, his breath perfectly under control. “Orvast and his Rider Jaxus. Felrig and his Rider Iliana. I was there when Orvast hatched—when Jaxus claimed his destiny as you now have. So too did I watch Iliana flourish and find her true self as she soared across the heavens astride Felrig—a mighty dragon. Each had centuries to their life and countless more ahead of them. Their strength and wisdom will be forever missed.

“But we do not pity the fallen,” Baelon continued flatly. “We should only ever inspire, even in death.”

On all fours, Joran heaved but nothing came out, his stomach empty. Instead, only blood oozed from his wounds and stained the frozen rock beneath him.

“On your feet,” Baelon ordered.

“I can’t,” Joran admitted through clenched teeth.

“Can’t? Can’t! Your training has begun,” the Dragonlord reminded him, shoving a boot into his shoulder and sending him sprawling onto his back. “There is no can’t.” Baelon came to stand over him. “Look at them,” he commanded, flicking his head towards the camp. “They are the pinnacle of what it is to be a warrior. They have not achieved this because someone held their hand or patted them on the back. Kind words and wistful platitudes do not forge warriors of dragon scale and silvyr. You must be pushed past the point of breaking so you can live a life without limitations. Anything less and you cannot hope to cradle civilisation—it is a wild beast if not tamed. That, Joran, isn’t just our responsibility, but our birthright.”

Joran could feel so much of Icerys inside his mind, the ancient dragon among the founding members of the order, mated, even, to the one called Malliath, who had set in stone their oaths to land and people. All that Icerys had imparted to Morgwyn, and therefore Joran, jarred with Baelon’s vision.

“We are to serve,” he said, his voice strained by pain. “Guide even. It’s not our place to rule.”

“Naivety is the curse of youth,” Baelon replied. “And no one ever listened to a man on his back. Get up.”

Joran felt his body protest in several areas as he found his feet once more, though his sword was too far away to reclaim.

“You have the wisdom of the ages flowing through your veins now,” Baelon informed him. “Soon, you will come to understand the bigger picture. Even now Morgwyn’s life feels precious to you, a fragile thing in your hands. Wait until you truly grasp his immortality. Your own immortality.”

The Dragonlord retreated into the clearing, giving Joran some space while Morgwyn remained braced on the periphery, confused and outraged all at once.

“We do not fade and wither,” Baelon went on, flicking Joran’s fallen sword up with the tip of his boot. “Winter cannot pluck the leaves from our tree. We are forever. We are pillars of history. We are wisdom and fury incarnate. Like the elements themselves, we should not bow to the keening of man. But we have. For centuries, Joran, we have cowed to their will and given our lives for theirs. If they had but listened to us to begin with, those lives need never have been given.”

Joran caught the sword this time, his knuckles paling around the hilt.

“Alas, you are a babe amongst gods,” the Dragonlord said, sparing a glance for his fellow Riders and dragons. “You do not know our ways yet, and so I will permit such fatuity—today. But you must learn quickly, Joran Pendain. You must learn your place among us—you must earn it. You have proved your heart worthy of a dragon, but that is only the beginning. The path in front of you is brutal.” Baelon raised his sword, though he kept the tip pointed down. “Attack me.”

“Where are we?” Joran asked instead, already exhausted after bonding with Morgwyn.

“The battlefield is a distraction. All that matters is the opponent in front of you. Attack.”

“No,” Joran growled. “You’re not my master, and I’m not your ward. You don’t get to command me.”

Baelon abandoned his battle stance and relaxed. “Are you not fated to bring about a time of dragons?”

The question momentarily stumped Joran, his so-called destiny announced by a stranger.

“That makes you one of us, Joran. A time of dragons is peace for all, the very thing we have been fighting for—the same thing our brothers and sister died for on Nareene. As the Dragonlord, it is my duty to shepherd our future. It’s my responsibility to ensure Riders and dragons aren’t just flying around out there creating chaos. So yes, Joran, you will heed my command.”

A voice in the back of Joran’s mind, his old voice, perhaps, urged him to simply agree with the Dragonlord, to keep his head down and blend in. But that voice was all too distant and quiet now, overshadowed by his new sense of purpose, by the sheer confidence Morgwyn lent him.

“Is Kassanda Grey one of us?” Joran questioned. “What of Garganafan?” he asked, turning his gaze up towards the dragons. “Is he one of us? I saw you fighting them on Nareene. Androma told me what you did. I know you killed Rhaymion and his dragon Aila. You started a civil war that broke the order and caused the deaths of countless⁠—”

“Silence!” Baelon snapped, his left fist knotting into a ball of black leather.

Morgwyn dashed back to Joran, his stance wide and teeth bared as he displayed a level of courage a hundred times his size. At the same time, the other Riders and dragons froze, as if they dare not move and attract Baelon’s attention.

“I will make something very clear to you now, so listen closely. There is no us and them. I am the Dragonlord. We are the Dragon Riders. All else, including Kassanda and Garganafan, are traitors to our oath⁠—”

“Our oath is to the people!” Joran argued.

The Dragonlord closed his mouth, reassessing his next words. “Kassanda informed you of our vows then,” he reasoned.

Joran raised his chin a notch, feeling the words rise in him from the time of Icerys and Malliath. “A Dragon Rider is to have unwavering valour. Unyielding honour. Unending sacrifice.”

Baelon nodded through every line, a pained smile cutting through his white beard. “I hear it now. For the longest time I didn’t, but now… It’s no wonder our numbers have dwindled. Who would be inspired by that? ’Tis a call to death. And a meaningless one at that. Become a Dragon Rider!” he cheered mockingly. “Fight for king and country! Then die on a battlefield because of that same king’s greed or ignorance.”

The Dragonlord shook his head and clenched his jaw, his chest heaving while fury burned in his eyes. After a long breath he relaxed his shoulders and faced Joran again, his anger quashed so he might speak at a reasonable volume.

“That oath died with Rhaymion and Aila,” he proclaimed. “Your very destiny attests to as much. A time of dragons… Impossible were we to continue bowing to a king stuck in a war he has no idea how to end. Under our new oath, however, such a time is finally within our grasp.” Baelon planted himself firmly before Joran, his black cloak caught in the cold breeze. “A Dragon Rider must have unwavering conviction. Unyielding authority. Unending victory.”

Joran was taken aback, the words so twisted they shattered the original vision for Dragon Riders, a vision that felt set in stone to Morgwyn. The hatchling rasped in a feeble roar and fanned his wings as he leaped with claws extended. Joran cried out, wishing his voice alone was enough to stop his companion, but Baelon was faster, catching the young dragon in a spell that hurled him across the clearing.

It was a roar all of his own that escaped Joran’s lips, urging him into a dead charge. His sword of fine silvyr whipped up and jabbed, stabbing at naught but air after Baelon shifted his shoulders and evaded the attack. But he wasn’t nearly done. His rage was burning white, blotting out all else. In two hands, he brought the blade back and swiped left to right, a blow that would have sliced any man near in half. A flick of his sword, however, was all the Dragonlord required to bat the strike aside.

“Predictable,” he chastised, landing a fist in Joran’s face.

Joran staggered back, nearly tripping over the guide lines of the nearest tent as he was forced into the campsite. He swung again, a wild backhand that he had hoped would give him some space. It didn’t. Baelon raised his sword and blocked it with one hand, his arm as unmoving as a tree.

“Reckless,” came the next insult, along with a backhand that pushed Joran over a small crate,

His sword scraped across the ground as he jumped back to his feet, the blade whistling as it sliced through the air and plummeted towards Baelon’s head. The Dragonlord cut a horizontal line with his sword and intercepted the blow with casual ease. Led entirely by his anger, Joran lashed out with a closed fist and delivered his punch squarely in the middle of Baelon’s chest. His knuckles were quick to report his foolishness, his opponent’s bronze cuirass so tough it could have been a stone wall.

“Pathetic,” Baelon uttered, shoving a sharp elbow into Joran’s chest.

He felt all manner of equipment and supplies collide with his body as he tumbled across the camp, the worst of which being a hard chest that jarred against his already injured ribs. The lid was flung back, and a series of heavy objects toppled over the edge, one of which rolled into Joran’s arm.

Through strands of white hair, Joran spotted the dragon egg, its dark green scales dull under the pale sunlight. He sighted two more eggs, a blue and an orange that had rolled in the opposite direction. The blue egg had found its end beside a second chest identical to the one he had knocked over. There was no doubt in his mind that he was looking at the six eggs from Drakanan, the same six he had failed to bond with upon his arrival astride Oaken.

Baelon had taken them.

“You would like to rest, I imagine,” the Dragonlord assumed, striding through the camp. “Spend time with your hatchling. Maybe even eat and drink. I’m confident you would have been afforded as much had you remained with Kassanda. How bloated your training would have been. A destiny such as yours demands tempering, the raw iron melted down before it can be forged into something strong, something unbreakable. A part of you must have believed this. A part of you must have known that you would never break the bonds of your old life if you stayed with her. You came willingly, Joran. Give into the training—don’t fight it. Accept the burden of your future and let me mould you, so you might shoulder it.”

Joran gritted his teeth and—again—picked himself up, sword in hand. With a snarl he lunged at the man who had dared to hurt Morgwyn. The blade arced round in both hands and clashed with Baelon’s blow after blow. The Dragonlord retreated a step with every attack, always in command of his environment, his movements smooth, pre-calculated.

The duel ended with a wave of his arm.

Joran couldn’t fight the unseen force that wrought the air and lifted him from his feet. Nor could he reduce the speed at which he flew between the tents and crashed into the hard stone outside the cave. Somewhere along the way, his sword abandoned him, leaving him without a weapon as Baelon Vos approached.

Faster and lighter, Morgwyn was running towards Joran, his fine claws tapping against the stone. “Get behind me,” he said, unsure if the hatchling understood him or not.

Weapon or no weapon, he would defend Morgwyn with his life, a fact that saw him raise balled fists in anticipation of the fight to come. Unexpectedly, the Dragonlord sheathed his sword and came to a stop, leaving enough distance between them to suggest he was no threat.

“That will be enough for now,” he stated. “I have seen everything that I needed to see.” There was no disappointment in his voice now.

Joran didn’t allow himself to relax, even though his body was already reporting on the many cuts, scrapes, and bruises that marred him from head to toe.

“There is pain now,” Baelon said, a touch of melancholy in his voice. “All things must begin this way. But with unwavering conviction, you will come to command unyielding authority. From then on, you will enjoy unending victory.”

Joran maintained his stance, battle ready and knuckles bloody.

Baelon adopted a more casual posture, his gaze shifting in thought. “Today is your first day of immortality,” he eventually began. “The first day of forever. But we don’t have forever, Joran. We have enemies on all sides. Erador and Andara alike are being driven down a path that will lead to mutual destruction. Your day will come much sooner than it did for the rest of us—it must. It is my duty to ensure you’re ready, because when you’re ready, everything will change. Take what little comfort you can from that.”

The Dragonlord’s attention wandered over to the river, where his dragon, Kalaghan, still lay in the icy water. “Perhaps a familiar face would put you at ease,” he suggested.

Without any audible prompt from Baelon, Kalaghan raised his front right foot, the claws splayed.

Joran couldn’t believe his eyes, though they still reported the woman who broke the river’s surface, emerging from where Kalaghan’s foot had been resting. How long had she been under water, pinned by the dragon? It was surely a long time, yet she walked out of the river without any sign of distress, her long raven hair swept back over her head. She strode towards them, her big blue eyes roaming over the dragons and Riders that watched her intently.

“She knew your name on Nareene,” Baelon commented, his hand coming to rest on the hilt of his sword.

“Kit…”

The name came to Joran, heard last in the Ruins of Gelakor—shouted by Gallien, in fact. He realised then that it had been Kitrana behind Baelon’s saddle, her identity beyond his reckoning at the time. He had heard a tale or two of the woman during his years with Gallien, the pair having worked together on occasion.

The sword!

It came back to Joran in a tangle of alarming thoughts. Kitrana had joined them in the fight for their lives amidst the ruins, but she had fervently claimed the broken sword to be hers. Joran was then aware that he had left Azad-guul with the weapon of power, the blade scooped up as he fled its dark depths, but it was not on him now.

The obvious answer turned him to Baelon Vos, except the Dragonlord sported only his silvyr sword. It must be in the camp, he deduced, though Joran was smart enough to conceal his concern and focus on the woman walking towards him.

Baelon raised an eyebrow at her arrival. “I trust you are… well hydrated.” He raised a single finger, halting the very obvious and biting response taking shape on Kitrana’s lips. “Why don’t the two of you get reacquainted,” he said, before turning his full attention on Joran. “I will grant you the rest of today to come to terms with the life ahead of you. Upon morrow’s dawn, however, you will take your place beside us a Dragon Rider, and your training will begin in earnest.”

Joran considered the tapestry of wounds that now ailed him, all accrued outside of his training and after a single bout with Baelon. It was Morgwyn’s presence alone that kept his spirits from deflating, the hatchling a bright star in what had become a world of shadow.


13
SETTING THE BOARD


It was a biting chill that swept across the plains. The dark cloak Cob had taken from one of the corpses on Nareene clung to his legs, the sound of it whipping in his ears. For days they had crossed the waters to Erador’s mainland, and for days they had trekked through the wilderness. Along with his own weapons—an arsenal of heavy Draven bone—he had long felt the added weight of Aphrandhor’s two-handed sword, Yalaqin, on his back.

He had thought to leave the sword plunged into the ground where they buried him on Nareene, a marker of sorts, for however long it might be left there. The ranger had, ultimately, decided against it, despite the fact that he was forbidden to wield the blade in combat. It had been with the wizard for as long as Cob had known him, a fact that had prevented him from parting with it, as if he might carry a piece of The Green Leaf with him.

Beside the ranger, Androma had shown exemplary stamina for one of her age, keeping up with him all the while. The old Rider walked with Aphrandhor’s staff, its end now used to sweep the ground in rhythmic taps so she might navigate a world of darkness. Her eyes still concealed behind a strip of dirty cloth, Androma raised her head a notch and sniffed the air.

“We’re here then,” she said, her sensitive nose detecting civilisation.

“Thedaria,” Cob voiced, his brown eyes scanning the city ahead.

“You’re sure they came this way?” Androma asked.

The Kedradi thought back to the row boats they had come across on the shore—the first of two discoveries. Following what tracks he could of the estimated five Skaramangians, they found a pile of charred gear almost a day’s walk south. Cob had rummaged through the debris, confident he was looking at the garb of an Andaren cleric guard. From there, the only logical place to go for a group in need of supplies was Thedaria.

“They’re here,” he answered, with grim conviction.

Androma gripped the hilt of her silvyr sword, the handle and recognisable pommel now concealed within strips of material found on Nareene. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go and kill him.”

Side by side, they covered the remaining land in the golden hours of dawn. Thedaria was just waking up as they passed through its mighty gates and entered the city’s outer ring. It hadn’t escaped Cob’s attention that more than a few of the patrolling guards had taken note of their arrival. It was hard to remain inconspicuous when carrying so many weapons, and with a blind woman besides who couldn’t slip so easily through the growing crowd.

“Where do we even begin in this mess?” Androma asked over the sound of pigs and goats.

Cob brought them to a stop where he could see the Treeling River cut between the city’s two rings. Ships were anchored at multiple docks, the numerous crews busy loading and offloading cargo. Between the masts and sails, the ranger spotted the inner ring where the houses became mansions and fortresses, including Thedaria’s palace and home to the regional Blood Lord.

The Kedradi thought to ask himself where Gallien would go, but that question was a dead end—the smuggler was gone, drowned in memory. Thinking like Skara Pendain was impossible. Cob knew nothing of the man or what motivated him. He assumed they had come to Thedaria to resupply, but could there be more to it than that? Would The Dark One himself wish to visit the city?

The tyrant of ancient times wasn’t alone either. He had Andarens in his company—a handful. Sickly pale skin, flowing white hair, and pointed ears would be hard to conceal in such a busy place. It stood to reason that someone had seen them. That made it just as possible that they had left a string of bodies in their wake to hide their presence.

“They would seek allies,” Cob stated, his gaze scrutinising the most distant ships. “They would need them too.”

“So we find the local Skaramangians,” Androma concluded dryly.

Cob turned away from the river to meet the din of the city streets, and there he froze, one hand falling to the hilt of his Draven scimitar. Androma heard as much, her head twitching to one side while she too reached for her sword.

“What is it?”

“I think they might have found us,” the ranger uttered, counting the seven guards who had formed a wall between them and everyone else.

“How many?”

“It doesn’t matter. We’d never make it back to the gates before more arrived.”

“You’re to come with us,” the central guard commanded in his rough and uncompromising voice.

Cob narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “Is that right?”

“You can walk or be dragged,” the guard replied, his gauntlet coming to rest on the pommel of his sword.

Androma let go of her weapon, leaving it to hang from her belt. “I’ll not be dragged, thank you.”

Cob decided to follow her lead and abandoned his thoughts of battle—for now. With any luck, they would be escorted somewhere quieter, where he could dispatch them without so many witnesses, and they could flee without incident. As they crossed the river, however, the Kedradi began to reconsider whom the guards actually served. That doubt was compounded when they followed the stone shore to a familiar location.

“They’re not Skaramangians,” he whispered to his companion.

“Then who?”

Cob craned his neck to look upon the high walls of the Padoshi’s estate and sighed. Perhaps he had abandoned his thoughts of battle too soon.

“Let’s hope this isn’t the ally Skara sought,” Androma said after being informed as much.

They were ushered inside and through the gardens, where yet more of Thedaria’s guards were stationed. Cob knew something wasn’t right. He had no doubt that the Padoshi had most of the city’s guards on his payroll, but his home had never been under their direct protection. Where were all the thugs?

Then he saw the main building.

Much of its front wall had been destroyed, reduced to rubble and large stones that now piled around the entrance. The ranger could see the upstairs floor and rooms beyond, as well as the large reception chamber from where the Padoshi held court. It was not, however, the crime lord of Thedaria who stood in the broken entrance.

“I hope you haven’t had your breakfast yet,” Galahart said before biting into a bright green apple. “It isn’t pretty in there,” he added, his mouth full.

The inexplicable spymaster was every bit the dishevelled man they had met upon their last visit to the city. Indeed, it looked as if the man had yet to bathe since their last meeting, his hair limp and greasy as it hung about his neck. His skin was a canvas of mistreatment, his cheeks and nose blotchy and pitted with shallow scars. And, somehow, both Cob and Androma had managed the journey from Nareene to Thedaria without looking quite so grubby as this particular iteration of Galahart.

Androma’s head twitched at the sound of his familiar voice. “What’s this all about, Galahart?” she demanded.

“And there I was hoping you would have all the answers.” The spymaster nodded his head to one side. “Won’t you come in?”

“Mind your step,” Cob advised, aware that the ground was littered with trip hazards.

With Aphrandhor’s staff in hand, Androma navigated it well enough to accompany him inside, where they were both assaulted by a foul stench. “Is that you, Galahart?” she asked, her nose wrinkled.

“It’s potent, isn’t it?” he quipped, his voice far too cheerful for such a scene. “Alas, all credit must go to the Padoshi.”

The spymaster diverted from his path towards the crime lord’s throne, leaving space for the ranger to locate the source of the malodorous scent. Cob went no further. In all his years he had never seen anything so gruesome exacted upon a person.

“Tell me what you see,” Androma instructed.

Cob glanced at Galahart, as if he sought confirmation. The spymaster nodded in return—there was no trick about any of it.

“It’s the Padoshi,” Cob then explained. “He’s dead.”

Galahart scoffed. “By the looks of him, I’d say he spent a fair amount of time wishing that had happened sooner.”

“And how does he look?”

Cob took a breath and decided he would adopt a pragmatic approach to the question. “He’s flat out on his back, hands and feet nailed to the floor with knives. He’s been cut open from chest to groin.”

Galahart stepped in, still enjoying his apple. “His insides are on the outside. Not to mention all this,” he added, nudging the body with his boot.

Cob peeled away from Androma and crouched next to the corpse. The details were hard to make out due to the volume of dried blood plastered to the Padoshi’s skin, but there were enough patches between the red streaks to see that runes had been carved into his flesh.

“It’s a language of some sort,” he deduced.

“A language?” the old Rider echoed.

“Someone sliced it into his skin,” Cob replied. “It’s all over him.”

“Look at that face,” Galahart said with mocking sympathy, his foot pushing against one of the Padoshi’s swollen cheeks. “He died in a lot of pain, I’d say.”

Cob stood up, looking at the scene with a different perspective. “This was done to him while he was alive,” he stated grimly.

“Aye,” the spymaster agreed. “And then there’s him.”

Cob followed the man’s gaze and found another dead body chained to one of the pillars. He had a gaping wound in his chest and five deep gouges that cut down most of his torso.

Galahart rounded the Padoshi’s body to stand beside the chained victim. “Meet Fileus Fod, known to those who really hated his guts as Mr Grim. He was the Padoshi’s favourite killer. He was also the fella who cut off your mate’s hand as it happens. Ever seen anything like this?” he then asked, lifting the man’s head by his hair.

The Kedradi examined the bloody red handprint that had been left on his pale face. The ranger in him couldn’t help but notice the claws at the end of each digit.

“No,” he answered bluntly, before going on to describe the scene to Androma.

“Would you look at that,” Galahart said, his attention drawn to his feet. “Fileus dropped something.” The spymaster went on to casually kick something across the floor towards the ranger.

Cob stopped it with his own foot before realising it was a human heart. He quickly flicked it away with a scowl shot at the spymaster.

“They aren’t the only ones,” Galahart continued, gesturing to the wings either side of the pillars. “Those aren’t chunks of stone, you know. They were people.”

The Kedradi moved to better see the debris strewn between the pillars and the wall on both sides of the chamber. A moment of further scrutiny did, indeed, reveal the truth of what he had believed to be debris at a glance. Be they scorched black or frozen solid, he was confronted by the severed limbs, heads, and torsos of at least a dozen people.

“What happened here, Galahart?” Cob asked, already exhausted by the man’s pageantry.

“Your one-handed friend is what happened, Mr Ranger. Gallien Drakalis—or is it Pendain? The latter was his name during his soldiering days after all. Imagine my surprise when I heard he had returned to Thedaria after all the trouble you lot went through to get him out of Thedaria. Now imagine my surprise when I heard that he entered my fair city in the company of not one but five Andarens.” Seeing something of their reticence perhaps, the spymaster stepped a little closer, his finger wagging in the air. “I’ve got eyes and ears all over this city. I even had a few inside these very walls. I know it was Gallien. So why don’t you tell me what happened here? Because the last time I saw that smuggler he was bleeding from here to the docks!”

Cob glanced at Androma, wondering if her stoicism was the best path for both of them. “It’s… complicated.”

Galahart’s unkempt eyebrows rose into his head. “Oh, well that’s what I’ll tell the king when he asks what happened here then. Sorry, your Grace, a complication occurred, and everybody died a horrible death.” His expression was just as sarcastic as his tone and choice of words. “Grow up, would you? You’re playing with the big boys now, Ranger. I’m responsible for everything that goes on in this city, and a great shift in power just took place right under my bloody nose. Why would anyone do all this and not seize that power for themselves?”

Androma tilted her head. “You’re saying he’s gone? Gallien has fled Thedaria already?”

“He hardly fled. His Skaramangian pals pulled some strings—a lot of strings as it happens. He strolled from here to the dock and left via a ship. Again.”

The old Rider turned towards Cob, her unease evident.

“We’re too late,” the ranger lamented.

“Where was the ship heading?” Androma demanded.

“We’ll get to that when I’m satisfied,” Galahart replied flatly, still very much in control of the flow of information. He retrieved a rubbery streak of unknown meat from his pocket and went on to grab a chair that had been lying on the floor. “Go on then,” he said, landing unceremoniously on the cushioned seat. “Explain to me how a man who couldn’t even clap his hands together did all this.”

Androma’s knuckles paled around The Green Leaf’s staff. “If he’s already beyond this city we don’t have time to⁠—”

“Just get on with it!”

The old Rider’s jaw firmed up. “An exchange then. An explanation in return for information.”

“This isn’t tit for tat anymore. We tried that last time, and you lot went on your merry way, assuring me—I might add—that you would find the last weapon of power and use it against the enemy. Now, absent any weapon, the smuggler has returned and spilled a ton of blood without my permission, the wizard is missing altogether—I assume dead—and you two are on the cold end of the trail.” Galahart shook his head in disappointment. “You’re going to tell me everything or… you’re not. I should inform you the latter bears consequences.” He tore off a bite from his strip of meat, waiting.

“Taraktor might be a good starting place,” the spymaster suggested through his mouthful.

Cob looked back to see the jagged entrance was filled with more guards than had originally escorted them. It seemed they had little choice but to divulge the heartbreaking truth of it all.

And so they did… painful as it was.

The tale was shared between the two, Cob adding detail to what Androma could not have seen—though they were both sure to miss out the detail concerning the Andaren elixir that clung to the old Rider’s veins. They told of their experiences in Taraktor, of cell twelve and the twisted magic that haunted those halls. Cob’s pride was stung when recounting their capture at the hands of the Skaramangians. Galahart, however, had been more interested to hear that Joran had rejoined them.

Their time on Nareene, imprisoned in the bowels of Azad-guul, was a more complex story—a tragedy more than anything else. The spymaster sat forwards, listening intently to their encounter with the one called The Eldan, the head of the snake. Of course, The Eldan was not so high in the Skaramangian hierarchy as the one they worshipped, the one they had worked for millennia to find. The Dark One.

Galahart asked them twice to explain how the vambrace worked. “Wait. So, Gallien was already this Skara Pendain bloke?”

“Yes,” Androma had answered again. “We have no idea who Gallien truly was, or even when he stopped being the man he was. Skara used the necklace to transfer his mind from body to body, allowing him to survive the ages.”

“So… all of his memories—thousands of years—were just rattling around inside the smuggler’s head and he had no idea?”

“Using the necklace for so long comes with a price,” Cob had mentioned. “The Eldan said something about his human mind being too fragile to contain all those years of memories.”

“Skara eventually forgot who he really was and where he had come from,” Androma had gone on to explain—again. “He moved from body to body, always living a new life, each one amassing new memories and experiences that erased those that had come before. After many lives lived and many lives lost, that eventually led to the persona of Bragen Pendain, who stole the vambrace from the Jainus and found himself locked up in Taraktor. His mind was severely fractured in there.”

“They kept him in a time spell,” the ranger had been sure to specify.

“His magic, however, was too powerful for them to contain,” the old Rider then concluded. “He broke out of Taraktor and made his way to Caster Hold. By then, of course, his mind had split, and a new personality emerged.”

“Gallien Pendain,” the spymaster had voiced. “So—what? He touched that geezer’s old bones and remembered who he was?”

“Those bones belonged to his very last apprentice, the first body Skara subsumed eons ago. The vambrace allowed Gallien to recall all the memories The Dark One had of his life before the Dragon Riders killed him.”

“That’s a lot of memories,” the Kedradi had pointed out. “The personality we knew as Gallien would have drowned in it all until the Skara of old was all that remained. At least, that’s what we saw.”

The spymaster had looked around the room at that point. “I’m not sure I like the Skara of old,” he had remarked.

From there, they told of Joran’s bonding with an egg—another topic that Galahart demanded they go over twice—their encounter with Kassanda Grey, and Baelon Vos’s untimely intervention.

When they were finally finished, the spymaster was left leaning on one elbow while he rubbed his eyes and sighed. “The paperwork on this is going to be a goddamn nightmare.”

“Damn you, man!” Androma growled. “We’ve lost good people, and we’ll lose a lot more if we don’t kill him soon.”

“Oh, you’re going to kill the most powerful wizard that ever lived are you? How many fingers am I holding up?” he asked mockingly before looking at Cob. “And you. Can you spit lightning from your hands? Can you conjure fire from thin air?” The spymaster scoffed and shook his head. “What are you going to do against all this?”

The ranger’s gaze roamed over the death and destruction that Galahart was gesturing at. “No one is invincible.”

“Agreed, but some people die easier than others, and I’d bet the throne you both die a lot easier than the fella who did this.”

“The facts are simple, Spymaster,” Androma declared. “The enemy has returned. We don’t know what he’s going to do, but he has every Skaramangian in Verda already working for him. How long do you think we have before The Dark One makes his first move?”

Galahart’s eyes went wide, and he threw his arm out towards the Padoshi’s corpse. “This isn’t his first move?”

“From what you’ve described this is dark magic—blood magic. It’s foul yes, but not nearly grand enough for the one who conquered the ancient world. Will he be hard to kill? Yes. Will we hunt him down and try anyway? Yes. And since you believe we’ve made naught but a mess, letting us get ourselves killed in the process should be no skin off your nose. So tell us where he went.”

Galahart’s crusty lips pursed and twisted out of shape as he thought it over. “He’s going to Harendun.”

Cob started forward. “He’s going to Andara?”

“That’s what was arranged, and I lost a damn good set of eyes and ears learning that much.”

“It would be easier for the Skaramangians in his company to use their power in Andara,” Androma guessed.

“True,” Galahart agreed, “though technically they’re not going to Andara. Harendun remains under the rule of Vander and Herragax. Even the emperor has left that fight alone. A group of Andarens will be met with violence by the men who guard those walls now.”

There was nothing more frustrating to a ranger than quarry he couldn’t understand. “They’ve been waiting thousands of years for Skara Pendain to return—why risk it?”

“Why indeed?” the spymaster echoed, rising from his chair for the first time in a while. He wandered over to the only table that hadn’t been upturned in the carnage, where he was able to pour himself a goblet of red wine. “My job is more than simply gathering bits and bobs from here, there, and everywhere. That’s the easy part actually—” Galahart cut himself off to have a drink and then marvel at the wine in his hand. “That’s bloody good stuff, you know?”

He belched before continuing.

“It’s what I do with all the whispers that’s hard. What to act on, what not to act on. Measuring lives like weights on a scale. The key is to gather it all up, gobble, gobble, gobble,” he babbled, his hands moving as if he were shovelling food into his mouth. “Then, once you’ve assessed all the little bits, use them to predict everyone’s next move and the most likely future. I can tell you, seeing the future ain’t easy. You have to think like other people—get into their head. Understand their motivations and see the paths that they think will lead them to their goals⁠—”

“Is this going somewhere, Galahart?” Androma cut in.

“My point is: it doesn’t matter who he is, what he’s done, or where he’s come from. It’s my job to interpret how men like Skara Pendain think.”

“And what is he thinking?” Cob asked sceptically.

“That’s just it,” Galahart confessed, “I haven’t got a bloody clue. I’ve never had to get into the head of a dragon-riding warrior wizard from the past before,” he added, his tone suggesting how ridiculous it all was.

“Can you get us passage to Harendun?” the old Rider asked bluntly, her patience for the man having run dry.

Galahart wasn’t looking at her, his gaze distant in thought as he wiped the excess wine from his lips. “You’re not going to Harendun,” he uttered absently.

Androma straightened a notch. “You would deny us our chance—we could end all this before it begins.”

That caught the spymaster’s attention. “Before it begins,” he mumbled, deep in thought. “Of course. Of course. It hasn’t even begun yet. The war to devour all wars has come again…”

“I’ve heard that before,” Androma said. “Those words were spoken decades ago, during the last Ankala.”

Galahart stared at the old Rider for a moment, as if he had only just realised she had been speaking. “You’re not going to Harendun,” he repeated, not to share how he had come by those words. “We need to get in front of this,” he went on, before Androma could speak again. “Right now, you’re in his wake. By the time you catch up with him, he’ll have accomplished what he’s gone to Harendun for, and then you’ll both die. You’ll be completely useless to me then.”

“If he’s gone to Harendun, that’s where we need to go,” Cob pointed out, his frustration all too evident. “Just because you don’t know why he’s gone there doesn’t mean we shouldn’t pursue him. If anything, it’s only more reason to go after him.”

“There are many avenues available to Skara Pendain once he reaches Andaren soil,” Galahart countered. “You don’t have to know which one he’ll take to know that he’s arming himself, be it with weapons of power or even an army or two. And with the Skaramangians backing him and this level of magic at his disposal, I’d say the next time he makes a move, the whole board is going to know about it.”

Cob wasn’t convinced, though it didn’t help that he trusted Galahart about as far as he could throw him. “This is all a theory based on your hunches about a man you haven’t even met, about a man you confess not to understand. He could just as easily be hoping to get lost in the chaos of Harendun while he considers his next move.”

The spymaster took a gulp of expensive wine. “Another word for hunch is instinct. Aren’t you a man who lives by his instincts? What are they telling you now? Has Skara Pendain been reborn so he might duck into an alley and have a good think about things? Or is he going to use the might of the Skaramangians to leverage himself into a position of power? Because let me tell you, if it’s the latter, he’s going to use that power to take the whole damn board, and given the state of our army and the Andaren army, he’ll take it all in one move.”

Cob said nothing, his answer as obvious as his instincts were sharp.

“Is all that not further cause to aid us?” Androma enquired.

“If I’m rolling the dice on you two, I’m not wasting it on Harendun.”

“Then where?” Cob demanded, disliking every minute of the man’s superior attitude.

The spymaster locked eyes with the ranger, holding him there for an uncomfortable moment. “Home,” he said simply.

Having long let go of his home, if not the outright concept of one, it took the Kedradi a few seconds to understand. “No,” he rebutted outright. “And if you think that’s a solution, you don’t know people nearly as well as you think you do.”

“What’s he talking about?” Androma pressed.

“I’m talking about another force in this world with an army at its disposal. A force constantly overlooked, disregarded, and, most importantly, underestimated. It’s about time, don’t you think?” he asked Cob directly. “The Kedradi are known for their warrior stock.”

“The Kedradi?” Androma echoed in disbelief. “The Kedradi are also known for their self-imposed solitude. They don’t involve themselves in the politics of the world outside their borders. You can’t expect them to⁠—”

“To what?” Galahart interjected. “To open their eyes and see that they will share in Erador’s fate? Be it Skara Pendain or Baelon Vos, the sands of Qalanqath will bathe in Kedradi blood. They might be defeated last, aye, but they’ll be defeated all the same if they don’t act now.”

Androma tilted her head questioningly. “So you want us to journey to the desert and convince an entire nation to suddenly start caring about a world that doesn’t care about them?”

“You don’t need to convince a nation,” Galahart replied, revising her words. “Just its queen.”

Cob felt the spymaster’s gaze fall on him like a hammer blow.

Detecting the palpable silence that then gaped between them, Androma tapped the end of her staff impatiently into the floor. “Would someone speak plainly?”

The spymaster raised his eyebrows, an expectant look stretching his haggard features.

“There is a reason my people have stayed out of things,” Cob told the man. “There are no words capable of changing that.”

“There might be a few words,” Galahart countered. “Failing that, I’ve always found action is a good substitute. You are in a position to lead by example, after all…”

“None look to the men of my house. Whatever you think I am to them, think again.”

“And you should think about what you could be to them. You could be instrumental in taking the Kedradi into a new world. Or, better yet, back to their old world, back to Kanofell. You don’t have to be the last son of House Thayne.”

“Wait,” Androma declared haltingly. “Your sister,” she whispered, clearly recalling what the spymaster had said to them when first they met, before freeing Gallien and Aphrandhor from the Padoshi. “Your sister is the queen of the Kedradi? You—the last son of House Thayne… You’re a prince?”

“He’d probably be king if it wasn’t for that pesky curse, eh?” Galahart missed the look of derision on Cob’s face, thanks to the goblet that rose to his lips and concealed his grey eyes.

“Curse.” The word dripped off the end of Androma’s tongue, brimming with suspicion. “This curse wouldn’t have anything to do with what transpired on Nareene, would it?”

“Ooo,” Galahart cooed, “that sounds juicy. Let’s put it to one side for now and focus on the end of the world, shall we? I’ll tell you what I’m going to do. I’ll have some supplies and tasty treats put together, along with a couple of horses too. You’re going to say, thank you for saving us from certain death, Galahart, this is a much better idea than throwing ourselves into the mouth of an angry dragon. Then, you’re going to ride those horses all the way to Qalanqath, where you, Prince Thayne, will convince your sister to ally with the throne of Erador and prepare for war. Sound simple enough?”

Cob shook his head and began to walk away—he had heard enough. “You’re insane if you think that’s a viable plan.”

“The real war is about to begin,” Galahart called after him. “If Erador falls… When Erador falls, the lands of Qalanqath will fall with it. You know the Kedradi better than I do. Would they want to die fighting on their feet, standing up to their enemy, or wait for that enemy to descend on the mountains of The Gold Rise and slaughter them in their sleep?”

“It’s not as simple as that.”

“Well you need to make them see it as simply as that. Think about it, ranger man. If they don’t help us to halt the enemies at our gate now, the force brought against them in the ashes of Erador will be beyond measure.”

Cob heard it all yet continued to walk away.

“They must fight, Valarius. Fight or face extinction.”

The ranger’s true name was a force made manifest, stopping him in his tracks. He hadn’t heard it said aloud in many years, the sound of it now foreign to his ears. It summoned an old memory then, of his sister calling him by that same name as he made ready to depart Qalanqath, his mind set to the quest ahead. He could still picture her so vividly, as if she stood before him now.

“Don’t leave me to this task alone, Valarius,” she had pleaded, the weight of their late mother’s crown already a burden to bear.

It had broken his heart.

He left anyway.

Turning back, the Kedradi laid eyes on the shorter man, his disdain for the spymaster not to be concealed. But he’d be damned if the wretch wasn’t speaking the truth. Skara Pendain would set the world on fire, and the Kedradi would burn with it.

“Make sure the horses are fast.”
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REUNION


18 Years Ago…

“Daijen?”

The man who had said his name was certainly Aphrandhor, but the wizard Daijen recalled was partially concealed behind twenty years of human aging. The Green Leaf’s goatee had matured into a full beard and lost almost all of its blond, while his hair, similarly grey, had grown down to his shoulders. The skin around his eyes now sported a handful of crow’s feet, though his face looked generally more gaunt than before, his cheekbones prominently on display.

“You’re in Erador?” the wizard questioned, wiping the water from his bushy eyebrows. “Why are you here?”

“Why are you here?” the Vahlken shot back.

“We discovered the Skaramangians had a foothold on the island,” Aphrandhor replied with a shrug.

“We?” Daijen looked around, wondering anxiously if he was going to see Androma or Ilithranda.

Those he laid eyes on, however, were not familiar faces.

“Green Leaf—no lightning.” The Vahlken looked from the wizard to the water that rested just above their waist.

Confused, Aphrandhor turned to sight the group of Skaramangian adepts rushing down the corridor. “I see,” he muttered, bringing his staff to bear.

Using two hands, the wizard then drove his staff down into the water and back up again, only it did not rise alone. The volume of water was such that Daijen felt it being sucked to one end of the chamber, tugging him forward a step. As the adepts reached the top of the steps, the artificial tidal wave crashed into them, hurling them back the way they had come.

It proved a fortunate distraction for the secondary group of Skaramangians who entered the chamber from the other side. Daijen just heard them over the sound of the splashing water and constant rainfall, turning the Vahlken in time to see the sword angled down at his face. He pivoted, but the water slowed him enough that the edge of the steel sliced neatly across his right cheek, the adept plunging into the water. Behind him, three more jumped in, ignoring the steps altogether.

Thinking like an Aegre, as Vahlkens are wont to do, Daijen’s mind fell into a predatory place, encouraging him to seek out the environment that would offer his particular skillset the best advantage. Given that he was stronger, more agile, and could hold his breath three times longer than any human, he sank like a stone into the dark water.

He heard the muffled voices of concern issued by his prey before he dragged the nearest adept beneath the surface. The man thrashed for no more than an instant, his life brought to a swift end by the dagger shoved up through his jaw and into his brain.

Powerful legs propelled Daijen in a new direction, and he coiled himself about the next adept. The fool stabbed at the water with his sword until the Vahlken snatched at his wrist and yanked him under. The man yelped and tried to claw at his attacker, but he simply couldn’t see the dagger before it was driven through his eye and out the back of his head.

The third Skaramangian chose life and waded through the water in retreat. Daijen emerged to the sound of magic being discharged behind him. Aphrandhor was spitting fireballs and blasts of concussive air at the first group to have charged them, most having recovered from his water spell. The Vahlken left him to it and twisted the dagger in his hand, repositioning it so he might throw the blade at the fleeing adept. It was not his blade, however, that took the man from his feet.

Daijen moved to one side as the Skaramangian was thrown from the steps. He made a mighty splash as he met his watery grave, and with a two-handed axe protruding from his chest.

“What’s this kud doin’ ’ere?”

The Vahlken locked eyes with the dwarf as he kindly retrieved her axe, freeing it from the man’s chest cavity with a strong tug. “Always good to see you, Yamnomora,” he said dryly.

Behind him, The Green Leaf groaned with exertion as he jabbed his staff at the last adept. The rain sizzled, and the air crackled as the shadows were momentarily banished by the light of his spell. The final Skaramangian fell to his knees, a smoking hole punched through his chest. In death, he fell forwards and tumbled down the steps to join his brother adepts in the water.

Daijen tossed the axe up towards Yamnomora, who caught it easily enough. Much like the Vahlken, she appeared to have been frozen in time, standing before him now just as she had decades ago. Her copper ringlets were pushed back over her head and bound in a cascade of braids. By comparison, her short beard looked scruffy, patchy even, as if she had been interrupted mid-shave.

A great thoom echoed throughout the ruins, followed by another and a smashing of stone.

Yamnomora’s head whipped to one side. “Mordrith!” she exclaimed.

Daijen bound up the steps in her wake while The Green Leaf did his best to navigate the floating bodies. The Vahlken remained behind Yamnomora for as along as the ancient halls restricted his available space. The moment it opened up into a spattering of ruined chambers, all without a roof, he sprang from one piece of debris to the next, leaping past her at speed.

Homing in on the sound of The Anther, Daijen soon left the dwarf behind, his ears guiding him deeper and deeper into the ruins. Out of the rain, the Vahlken entered one of the tunnels that bore into the hill side, his mutated pupils yanked wide by the dark that greeted him. The Anther’s porting magic resounded again, bouncing off the walls and up the stairwell to Daijen’s left.

Three or four at a time, he descended the steps, zigzagging until he reached the cool and draughty halls within. A violent exchange was taking place, the clamour and cries of fury drawing the Vahlken in. A blue flash turned him down a new corridor, where torches had been abandoned on the stone floor.

There she was, hammer in hand. Mordrith Underborn might have spent most of her life as a miner in the depths of Morthil, but she was a Wraith when wielding The Anther. She slammed it into her foe, breaking both of his knees with the same strike, before heaving high for the final death blow. There was no defying the strength of a dwarf—especially an Underborn. The ornate head of gold and bronze crunched through bone and gore before it rang out against the stone beneath.

In that same instance, the domed chamber was illuminated by a blue flash and the marvel of The Dark One’s magic. The second Skaramangian who had come for her head cleaved through naught but air, his target having ported to the other side of the room. Mordrith grunted with her two-handed throw, a throw that launched The Anther at whistling speed towards her last enemy. Not a sound escaped the adept, his life at an end the moment the hammer became one with his skull.

“Your aim has improved,” Daijen remarked, stepping fully into the circular chamber.

The dwarf saw him perfectly well in the gloom. “I wish I could say the same abou’ yer timin’.” Mordrith gestured at the bodies scattered across the stone. “Could ’ave done with some o’ that Vahlken know-how five minutes ago.”

The sound of heavy feet and equally heavy breathing informed Daijen that Yamnomora and Aphrandhor were approaching from behind. They were not all. The domed chamber was just tall enough to accept Ahnir’s superior height, though the Golem still stooped, its attention seemingly fixed on The Anther.

Like a flash burn, a single image of Skara Pendain seared through the Vahlken’s mind, and he saw The Dark One as he once had in the heart of Mount Nuvata. The Dragon Riders had sacked the island of Kanofell with the might of Erador behind them, though it had been Gelakor himself who assaulted the volcano forge and faced Skara. Crystallised in Daijen’s mind, he recalled The Dark One’s escape using the very weapon now returned to Mordrith’s hand.

The memory stirred Ahnir’s emotions—emotions bound to Skara Pendain. The urge to take the hammer from his old friend was overwhelming, a temptation he had deliberately avoided by parting ways with them all. It was only amplified when The Green Leaf entered the chamber and wiped the sweat from his brow, his sleeve dropping to reveal the vambrace.

Knowing that The Dark One’s very hands had crafted the bracer, shaping it as he poured his power into it, was intoxicating. Daijen wanted it. He should be the one to wield it. The Anther too. Of them all, he possessed the strength both of will and arm to harness the might of the First Rider. Was it not his responsibility, then, to guide the people of Verda into a better world, a world unified by their love for him? Their adoration and worship would bind them into a realm of peace and prosperity.

It was his right!

Had he not given them everything? Had he not shaped their kingdoms and empires? Had he not slain Barad-Agin and his Leviathans?

With willpower all his own, Daijen Saeth managed to turn away from the trio and walk a little further into the chamber. “We alone must tread where others dare not,” he breathed. “We alone must bring the light.”

Daijen recalled The Valtorak’s final moments as he died in his arms. It helped to ground him, forcing him to see where he ended and The Dark One began. They had not been his thoughts, his desires. What they were was a horrifying insight into the thinking of Skara Pendain. Should his disciples ever find a way to bring him back, he would scorch all of Verda before he let anyone else rule it.

“Daijen?” The Green Leaf’s voice carried his concern.

“I’m fine,” the Vahlken assured, turning to face them—his back now to Ahnir. “I just wasn’t expecting to see you all. Are…” Daijen trailed off, his gaze wandering beyond his old companions.

“No, laddy,” Mordrith stated flatly, sure of the question he had failed to ask. “Androma and Ilithranda ain’ with us.”

Daijen wasn’t sure whether that put him at ease or increased his longing for the pair. “You’re not together?” he enquired, doing his best to sound only casually interested.

“What do ye care?” Yamnomora retorted.

“We see Androma every couple of years or so,” the wizard explained, drawing a frown from the fiery dwarf. “We make a point to stay at The Tallow Inn, in Riverwatch.”

Yamnomora backhanded his hip. “Ye’re tellin’ ’im all our secrets, ye dolt!”

“I’m afraid we haven’t seen Ilithranda since we left Ka’vairn,” Aphrandhor went on, ignoring his stout companion. “Androma informed us that she found Tovun and, indeed, saw him through his final years of training. Androma travelled with us for a time while Ilithranda saw to the bonding between Tovun and his Aegre.”

Sharp were the teeth of guilt that bit into Daijen then. He should have played his own part in Tovun’s training—they were so few after all, the last in fact. But the stain of The Dark One had been even stronger then. He would have been no mentor to the initiate. Tovun was lucky that Ilithranda had found him when she did.

“The last we heard,” Aphrandhor said, “Androma was to meet Ilithranda in Harendun.”

“Harendun?”

“Or thereabouts,” the wizard added with a shrug.

Daijen thought back to his time in The Undying City. That had been a year ago—there was no telling whose banner held sway over Harendun now.

“Ye’re a long way from home, Vahlken,” Mordrith commented, hefting The Anther over one shoulder, its head glowing with the faint hue of blue runes. “What brings ye to Carstane?”

“Hunting Skaramangians,” he lied.

“There’s Skaramangians aplenty in Andara,” Yamnomora pointed out.

Not anymore, Daijen thought, dwelling on the many he had killed during their years apart. “Like you,” he said instead, glancing at Aphrandhor, “I heard there was some kind of foothold here. It seemed curious given the island’s lack of importance.”

“So ye risked all manner o’ danger an’ dragon to cross enemy lines an’ investigate?” There was more than a hint of suspicion in Mordrith’s voice.

“It took longer than I care to admit,” Daijen replied, “but gaining knowledge to use against our enemy has long been a worthy endeavour.” That, at least, was not a lie.

For an uncomfortable time thereafter, Mordrith Underborn continued to stare at the Vahlken, as if she could see all that transpired behind his eyes.

The tension was broken by The Green Leaf, who tapped his staff twice onto the floor. “Be it Kaliban, the old gods, the dead gods, or simply the mysterious hand of Fate, we have been reunited. Perhaps we are to pool our resources and uncover the importance of this ruin.”

“He ain’ sharin’ nothin’,” Yamnomora jibed, looking directly at Daijen.

“Easy,” Mordrith bade.

“How many years ’ave we wasted always bein’ a step behind these buggers?” Yamnomora fired back. “He were supposed to learn somethin’ from that damned bone!”

Unknown to the trio, Daijen’s hand tightened around the hilt of his sheathed scimitar, and to such an extent that it would have broken a man’s hand. He had since buried Ahnir’s blackened bone, of course. It felt too much a risk to travel with the wretched thing, lest it be reclaimed by the Skaramangians and used to make the Golem whole.

Still, mention of it only served to remind Daijen of the damage wrought by his hubris, of the events that led to that very reunion and why it stung to see old friends again.

“For all the good it’s done ’im,” Mordrith cut in, wading through the tirade before it could really get going. “We’re all ’ere, now. For whatever time the Vahlken is to grace us with, I suggest we heed The Green Leaf an’ learn the truth o’ this place… together.”

Daijen gave her an appreciative nod, though, in truth, he would have preferred to explore the site on his own. They would know nothing of the Heirs of Agin, and he would have to continue to lie to them. It would only add to the mockery he was making of them and their efforts in the secret war against the Skaramangians.

Yet here they were, very much alive because of that mockery, because he had kept them from following the right thread, one that if pulled would lead them into darkness, where only a Vahlken might tread.

“Let them go while they still can, Daijen,” The Valtorak had warned him years earlier. “Your recklessness is going to get them all killed.”

That recklessness had led to the truth of a great many things, including a weapon that could actually defeat the enemy. Regardless, it would still get them killed, as it had The Valtorak, the first to die, the first price to pay for the truth.

Let them believe the Andaren gods had defeated the monstrous Dark Ones. It would keep them as no more than a thorn in the side of the Skaramangian machine, a threat to be dealt with passively. The alternative was to bring them into that most dangerous truth. If their enemy then discovered what Daijen had them doing, the Skaramangians would know a sword was coming for their heart and divert so much of their might, coming down on them like a hammer.

It was to be ignorance for them, the Vahlken decided. For a while longer, at least. They would thank him on that fateful day, when they learned that The Dark One was more terrible than any legend concerning the deliberately misinterpreted Dark Ones, and that he had brought to bear the only weapon that could defeat the ancient wretch—a weapon of black scales and rage blacker still.

All that remained was to find the weapon before The Dark One returned…
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THE HISTORIAN


“Focus.”

Baelon’s stern voice was like a hammer in Joran’s head, not dissimilar to the actual blow he had just landed across his jaw. The Dragonlord moved around him, his boots displacing the loose stones as he closed the gap.

“You heal considerably faster than a Dragon Rider,” Baelon observed. “And your stamina is remarkable.”

Joran considered the weeks of constant sparring he had endured and the tapestry of wounds his body had become. Most of his current injuries were fresh, only inflicted during the last several hours, as they had fought between dawn and midday. Some lingered, of course, where the Dragonlord’s blade had slipped through his defences and cut deep into his flesh. They still hurt.

Pain, it seemed, was to be his other companion in life.

“How many of your mother’s mutations have you adopted, I wonder. I have noted your passive regard for winter—the cold doesn’t bother you. Can you see like an eagle, as they do? Can you hear the mice scurrying beyond the trees? And what of their strength?”

Baelon delivered his last question with a swing of his sword. Joran’s reflexes were improving day after day under such duress, and he managed to raise his weapon in time to block the attack. He lacked, however, the strength to prevent the blade from crashing into him. He felt the chop of its biting edge while the flat of his own sword was pressed into his side, just below his ribs. He yelled out in pain and staggered away, blood trickling down to his waist band.

“In time, perhaps,” Baelon said, answering his own question.

Joran felt a tug in his mind, similar to how someone might tap him on the shoulder to get his attention. He immediately found Morgwyn, their violet eyes locked together from across the clearing. The hatchling was beside Kitrana Voden, a person the dragon had deemed a friend in the weeks they had shared a cave.

Not that Kitrana was a person in the sense Joran had always understood. It had come as a shock to learn from the woman herself that she was one of the mer-folk—a Nimean, she had said.

“I am a battle maiden of the Swordsworn,” she had declared that first night. “I hail from a place called Nimala, deep beneath the waves.”

“Why are you here?” Joran had asked, captivated, if not outright bewildered, by the very idea of the Nimean.

“I came to your world with a singular purpose: to save my people. They toil in a dark place under the lash of the Merdians. I need the sword if I am to help them.”

They spoke for hours every evening, though the focus had inevitably shifted from Kitrana’s watery world and purpose to the grim events that had transpired on Nareene. The Nimean had been distressed to learn of Gallien’s fate—that a dark lord of magic had dwelled deep within him all along, that the man she had known was little more than a shell conjured by a fractured mind. Despite her own personal bond with the smuggler, she appreciated the heartbreak it meant for Joran. Their grief had forged a quick and undeniable bond, a bond only strengthened by their shared feeling of imprisonment among the Dragon Riders.

That wasn’t to say Kitrana’s focus had wavered, her will that of corded rope. She had told Joran of the blade found behind the wall in Drakanan and that Baelon now possessed both halves of the sword, a weapon of power. Every day she sat in the entrance of the cave, her big blue eyes scouring the Riders’ camp for any sign of it.

Joran felt another tug and his attention shifted back to Morgwyn. The hatchling desperately wanted to be by his side. He could feel Morgwyn’s desire to defend him, to tear Baelon to shreds. On the occasions he had got away from Kitrana, the dragon had come under the shadow of Kalaghan, who always watched Joran’s training with great intensity. For all of Morgwyn’s courage, he could not advance beyond Kalaghan.

His teeth gritted, Joran brought up his sword in two hands and readied himself for Baelon’s next attack. It did not come. The Dragonlord sheathed his weapon and instructed Joran to hand his over, where it was then plunged into the ground.

“What are the tenets of our order?” he asked.

To have unwavering valour, Joran thought. Unyielding honour. Unending sacrifice.

But that was not what Baelon Vos wished to hear.

“To have unwavering conviction,” Joran recited. “Unyielding authority. Unending victory.”

The Dragonlord nodded in approval. “Let those words sink into your bones. They will provide the foundation to your every action.”

Perceiving no physical threat from the man, Joran allowed himself to stand up straight for the first time in many hours, his shoulders slowly relaxing. Everything hurt. His joints ached, his very bones felt bruised, and the light breeze stung his plethora of wounds. Yet he did not show it. Morgwyn’s innate strength and proud sense of self—all inherited from his mother, Icerys—wasn’t just a pillar Joran could lean on, but a distinguishing emblem of the man who had been reborn in that cave.

“Tell me of the hatchling’s mother,” Baelon ordered.

“His name is Morgwyn.”

The Dragonlord ignored the statement. “You have seen her, yes? We always see the mothers, their memories invading ours. The wisdom of dragons comes from their ability to pass on knowledge to their young. The mother can choose what knowledge is passed on and what knowledge is withheld. Given where you discovered your egg, I am curious as to the time it came from. Have you seen anything to indicate how long ago the egg was delivered and why, of all places, in that dark tomb?”

Images of Icerys being tortured by The Dark One flashed across Joran’s mind. The emotion of it all was intertwined with violent memories from ancient battlefields and the black dragon, Malliath, a dominating presence in Icerys’s life.

“Nothing I understand,” Joran answered. “Only that Morgwyn’s egg was delivered a very long time ago.”

Baelon clasped his hands behind his back, within the shadows of his black cloak. “What was her name?”

Though he couldn’t say why, the question felt intrusive to Joran. As such, he hesitated.

“The mother’s name always comes to us before they reveal the name they chose for their offspring—always. I am disturbed that you would feel the need to conceal it from me. Have I not been clear regarding the hierarchy in which you now exist?”

“Her name was Icerys,” Joran announced.

“Icerys…” Baelon muttered, looking away, his thoughts taking him somewhere else for a time.

“Icerys was present when the creed of our order was born,” Joran said defiantly. “She battled foes you couldn’t possibly imagine,” he added proudly.

Baelon’s attention snapped back to Joran. “Foes such as The Dark One, perhaps?”

Gallien had taught Joran a number of things over the years, chief among them being an impassive expression that prevented one’s surprise from being discovered. It failed him then.

The only people who knew of The Dark One were those who occupied the top echelons of the Skaramangian order and those, like Joran, who had been held captive in the bowels of Azad-guul—they who had witnessed his return. Prior to that, even Androma—who had been a Dragon Rider for five hundred years—had believed the tale of the Dark Ones and their war with the Andaren gods.

How did Baelon Vos know of such things?

Unless…

“You’re one of them,” Joran said accusingly. “You’re a Skaramangian!”

Sensing his alarm, Morgwyn bound away from Kitrana at speed. Kalaghan’s head twitched as his green reptilian eyes swivelled on the hatchling, but damn if Morgwyn wasn’t fast. The young dragon sprang at the last second and came to rest across Joran’s back and right shoulder, teeth bared.

Baelon remained just as he was, unfazed, hands behind his back. “That would keep things black and white, I suppose. Allow that young mind of yours to comprehend the world around you. I’m afraid you’re a man now, Joran. You must face the world for what it is: a multitude of near-indistinguishable greys.”

Joran glanced at the sword planted in the ground behind the Dragonlord.

Baelon noted as much and stepped to one side. “If it would make you more comfortable…”

Sensing a trap, Joran stayed where he was. “You’re saying you’re not a Skaramangian?”

“Precisely.”

“Then how could you know about The Dark One?”

“The same way I know he was once The Pendain—the First Rider.” Baelon paused, meeting Kalaghan’s eyes for a moment, before strolling towards the riverbank. “A very long time ago, as you put it, a decision was made by the ruling Dragonlord. He decreed that one among their number must carry forward the secret truth of our origins, a historian. One who might help to steer the order should our ugly history repeat itself. All other dragons were forbidden from passing on their knowledge. Obviously, passing on our secrets could not be achieved Rider to Rider, but through a dragon bloodline, the right knowledge could be passed on.”

With Morgwyn still atop his shoulder, Joran moved to keep up with Baelon, his curiosity honed to a point now.

“Kalaghan’s mother was the historian before him,” Baelon explained. “She imparted her memories to him—memories he has shared with me. Being a male, it was expected of him to inform his mate as I inform you now, so that she might pass it on to their offspring through memory alone. We’ve changed all that, of course. We have replaced the need for a historian with transparency.”

“I don’t understand,” Joran confessed.

“Our order dealt with Skara Pendain eons past, but it was deemed an unnecessary risk to have the world know that a Dragon Rider brought it to its knees. So we let the truth fade with time, becoming myth and legend. It helps that the fickle lifespan of the average person is pitiful. The truth was quickly watered down with the relentless generations.

“Of course, the life of a dragon and their Rider is a violent one. So many of our number perished over the ensuing millennia that there exist no dragons from those ancient days. So yes, I have always known of the Skaramangians and their desire to see Skara return. I know they have been searching for weapons of power and creatures known as Golems—The Dark One’s grimoire.”

Baelon took a breath and watched the coursing river for a time. “Kalaghan and I would have continued in this tradition for the rest of our lives. I would have taken the truth to my grave were any able to put me in it. But, after a hundred years of war with the Andarens, I discovered the Skaramangians were at the heart of it, orchestrating every atrocity from east to west. It was during that time when I came across one of these.”

The Dragonlord used finger and thumb to retrieve a dark glassy orb from one of the pouches on his belt. When Joran reached for it, he closed his fingers, keeping it for himself.

“What is that?”

“They call them diviners,” Baelon told him, “They are rare among the Skaramangians, reserved for those who serve in their highest ranks. It allows them to communicate with each other over any distance.”

Joran stared at the slithers of glass between Baelon’s fingers. “Truly?”

“This is how I learned of you. This is how I knew to find you on Nareene. The Eldan’s movements created quite the stir among the upper echelons.”

“You have talked to them?” Joran asked, trying to understand how, exactly, the Dragonlord was gathering his intelligence.

“I have listened to them,” Baelon corrected. “There are ways to navigate the etherium upon which they meet. Ways to remain unseen.”

“So… you’ve known of the Skaramangians all this time.”

“Yes, but as I said, we only learned of their involvement after a century of fighting in the war. Kalaghan and I felt we had no choice but to bring this to Rhaymion, my predecessor. We told him and his dragon, Aila, of the Skaramangians, of the threat they posed and their machinations to bring The Dark One back.”

For the first time since meeting him, Joran saw something other than the stalwart warrior in Baelon Vos. He looked burdened by the memory of it, as if he could still see the blood on his hands.

“What did Rhaymion do?” Joran was compelled to ask.

“Nothing, the fool. He didn’t care. He was blinded by our loyalty to the king—that was all that mattered. We were to win the war first and deal with the Skaramangians after, if they were a real threat.” Baelon was shaking his head. “Rhaymion was to be our doom. So I challenged him, and yes, I had Kalaghan and other allies challenge Aila at the same time. I saw no other path—it was imperative that I seize control before it was too late.”

Joran tried to reconcile Baelon’s perspective with all that he had heard from Androma—it was made all the harder by his turbulent emotions and allegiances. “All this time, you have been working against the Skaramangians?”

“I didn’t say that,” Baelon replied. “After assuming the role of the Dragonlord, the first thing I did was remove us from the war. I needed perspective. It all became so clear to me after that. Both Erador and Andara are in need of new leadership. Too easily have they been led astray, and by no more than a handful of words in the right ears. A time is coming when the Skaramangians’ work has crippled both sides of the map. Then, when the realms of men and Andarens alike cry out for peace, we will remove their weak rulers and take their place. Then, at last, there will be peace through the ages.”

From what Joran knew of Baelon Vos, he wasn’t convinced the man would thrive in a time of peace. Then there was the added complication that one of those weak rulers was actually Joran’s father. That was a detail he kept to himself.

“But… What about all the people who will die between now and then?”

“Their sacrifice will be the foundation that builds a better tomorrow,” Baelon said simply.

“That’s not good enough!” Joran snapped, his spirit bound by Morgwyn’s cord of unwavering valour and unyielding honour. Joran knew in his heart that the sacrifice was to be theirs, not the peoples’. “The Skaramangians aren’t crippling the realms so you can swoop in. They’re preparing the way for…”

He trailed off, a grim sense of doom taking root in his gut—they had already broken so much of the world over the last two centuries, and it was all for him, The Dark One. He would make himself a throne atop the bones of millions.

Baelon’s cold gaze fell on him with an almost tangible weight. “You will mind your tone and the volume of your voice while you are speaking to me. And I am well aware of the Skaramangians’ progress. I know Skara Pendain has returned—death cannot hold him, apparently.”

Once again, Joran was surprised by the Dragonlord’s depth of knowledge and failed to hide it.

“Dragons have exceptional hearing,” Baelon explained, seeing as much on Joran’s face. “Kalaghan and all else have heard you speaking to our Nimean friend at night.”

Joran gathered his thoughts as Morgwyn sprang from his shoulder and landed on the frosted ground with fanned wings. His snout was low, his nostrils having caught a scent that triggered his hunting reflexes. The hatchling soon came across the beetle ambling over a pebble, unaware that a predator loomed nearby. Morgwyn did not attack, however, but investigated the bug, examining it from all sides. More than once he tried to exhale fire and scorch the bug, but he managed no more than spit.

“How can you be content to wait knowing that he has returned? He will claim the world while you idle away the next hundred years.”

Baelon turned to fully face Joran. “You have—what? Seventeen winters behind you? Your appreciation and understanding of power is limited. Soon, you will have the wisdom of many ages to guide your thoughts. Then, you will come to see that you are underestimating our power and overestimating his power. The Dark One has naught but the Skaramangians for allies. Their strength lies in deception and secrets. Their influence is insignificant compared to our destructive capabilities.”

Joran’s counter argument was just leaving his lips when he felt something brush against his skin, even that which was hidden beneath his leathers. The unusual sensation rolled over him in waves, tingling like the touch of a thousand cold raindrops. He knew instinctively that the phenomenon was emanating from Morgwyn, who continued to bat the beetle around blissfully unaware.

Joran put one hand to his chest, feeling his heartbeat increase. He couldn’t say how, but he knew it was hammering all the faster to beat in perfect time with the young dragon’s.

Then Baelon felt it, his attention whipping from Kalaghan to Morgwyn. “Get back!” he growled, gripping Joran hard by the arm.

He was soon taken from his feet as Baelon dived and took Joran with him to the ground. While they were mid-fall, a myriad of colours exploded from Morgwyn, blinding all, even Joran’s Vahlken eyes. So too did the air crack, deafening those closest.

In the immediate aftermath, a terrible heat pushed back the winter air, so intense that both Joran and Baelon choked on it for a moment. Rapid blinking and the stretching of jaws then took place in a bid to right their senses as they rose from the ground. The sound of the world had been dulled and the colours with it, but Joran could make out the smoke that drifted high from the ground where Morgwyn had been standing. Indeed, the stones and jagged edges that had surrounded the hatchling had all been melted away, smoothing out the ground in a rough circle.

“Morgwyn?” Joran called hoarsely, one hand wafting the smoke away.

Joran felt a surge of excitement from somewhere deep in his bond with the young dragon, and only a second before a shadow vaulted out of the smoke and knocked him over.

“Morgwyn?” His voice beheld every ounce of his disbelief.

Morgwyn was bigger. Occupying the space of a large dog now, the young dragon nuzzled his snout into Joran’s neck before springing away, his claws digging painfully into his companion’s chest. Joran rolled over and picked himself up, his gaze never straying from Morgwyn. Having spent every free moment staring at the hatchling, he spotted the finer differences immediately.

His obsidian horns, previously no bigger than a thumb, were now the size of a man’s hand. And they were not the only protrusions to catch his eye. Fine spikes lined his spine, running all the way down to the end of his tail, which now looked to have developed a knot of dark and pointed bone.

Comparing his scales to a moment ago, they were a shade darker again, the purple so rich that it appeared black in a certain light. He was even more beautiful, a fact Joran would never have believed possible.

It made his heart swell.

The sound of Baelon brushing himself down was enough to finally tear his gaze away from Morgwyn. The Dragonlord’s stolid expression suggested there was no cause for alarm at the sudden growth spurt.

“Is this how it always happens?” Joran asked.

“Yes, though typically not so early,” he replied with a hint of curiosity in his voice. “Dragons are powerful conduits of magic, and never more so than when they’re young. Right now, Morgwyn is not only growing in his own magic, but absorbing that which emanates from his kin. The effect will be amplified in the company of so many mature dragons. He will shed some of his smaller scales over the next few days. Be sure to collect them for your armour…”

The Dragonlord’s instruction petered out as his focus shifted to Kalaghan, who looked down on him even while lying on the ground.

“What is it? Is something wrong with him?” Joran looked back at Morgwyn, fearing he had missed a crucial change in the dragon.

“No,” Baelon eventually answered. “Morgwyn is a fine specimen. I would expect nothing less given his lineage.”

Joran met Baelon’s knowing look.

“Yes,” the Dragonlord drawled. “Kalaghan carries memories that harken back to the time of Icerys. We know she was mated to The Drakalis—the first Dragon Lord.”

“Malliath,” Joran said, voicing the black behemoth’s name.

“You have seen him?” It was Baelon this time who failed to hold up his mask—he was genuinely intrigued.

Joran conjured the memory Morgwyn had inherited of his father, of the black god with wings so vast it seemed he might shadow the whole world. And those purple eyes, like Morgwyn’s only burdened by all that they had witnessed.

“Yes,” Joran breathed.

“As have we,” Baelon said, before sharing a look with Kalaghan. The Dragonlord stepped unnervingly close to Joran then. “Keep to your oaths,” he said, placing a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Morgwyn comes from the best of us, but their time has ended. The age is ours to command now. Gone are the days we fall on our valour so we might sacrifice ourselves for the sake of honour. We will rule, and peace will reign. Keep to your oaths.”

“My Lord?” came the call from across the clearing.

One of the Dragon Riders—Garek, Joran had heard him called—was approaching, his tan cloak whipped out beside him in the wind. He spared a moment to regard the larger Morgwyn, who was happily bounding here, there, and everywhere while he became accustomed to his new size. Joran, however, spared a moment to scrutinise the items Garek was carrying.

A broken sword.

In one hand he carried the hilt and the third of steel that was still fixed into the guard. In the other hand he carried the blade itself, the remaining two thirds that Kitrana had found behind the walls in Drakanan. The weapon of power was presented to the Dragonlord by a frustrated-looking Garek.

“I regret to report, my Lord: I do not have the skill to repair the blade.”

“That is regrettable,” Baelon agreed, taking the hilt from Garek’s hand. “We have no better smith among us than yourself, Garek. Yet I find myself in need of this weapon.”

“I have attempted every technique I know, my Lord. It’s as if the sword doesn’t want to be fixed.”

“Oh, it wants to be fixed all right!” Kitrana Voden yelled, daring to depart the cave entrance and advance towards them.

Kalaghan moved, his great bulk shifting quite deliberately—it was enough to give Kitrana pause. Baelon, however, flexed his gloved fingers, and the dragon grew still, permitting the Nimean to move out of his shadow.

It took more than a moment for Kitrana to take her eyes off the blade pieces and address Baelon directly. “It wants to be fixed. It just requires a set of hands that know what they’re doing.”

Garek started forward, his brow knotted in a threatening frown. Again, Baelon flexed his fingers, and the Rider halted.

“And I suppose the hands of a battle maiden would know what they’re doing, would they?”

“I wouldn’t even know where to begin,” Kitrana confessed. “But I know a dwarf who would.”

Baelon assessed her with narrow eyes. “Do you now?”

“You’re not the only ones eavesdropping,” the Nimean replied. “I’ve heard you talking. The dwarves are camped in that very forest.” She nodded at the tree line behind the Riders. “There’s no better smiths above or below than the dwarves. You need Grarfath Underborn.”

The Dragonlord contemplated her words while staring deep into the rich blue of her eyes. “Why the dwarves have chosen to abandon their mountains remains a mystery, but I would say they have endured hardship to reach the trees of The Unadine. This Underborn fellow might well have perished along the way.”

Kitrana was shaking her head. “Grarfath’s a survivor.”

Baelon tilted his head. “Something you have in common, perhaps?”

“He’s with them,” the Nimean insisted.

The Dragonlord considered the broken sword in his hand, his thumb probing the jagged blade point. “I find the solution agreeable,” he eventually said. “You will accompany me,” he commanded, looking directly at Kitrana. “I warn you, Nimean, should you try⁠—”

Kitrana’s blood-curdling scream drowned him out. Her knees buckled, and she hit the hard ground, her breath taken away by pain. Joran dashed to her side, fearing that Baelon was the source of her agony, but the Dragonlord’s obvious confusion quickly ruled him out.

“What’s happening to her?” Joran yelled over her wailing.

Then she stopped—her suffering abating in an instant. Kitrana was left sweating and flushed, her eyes wide with the memory of her pain.

Baelon’s eyes twitched as he looked her over, his gaze having discovered something on her back, where her clothes were torn and ragged. He bent down and ripped the fabric all the more, exposing a larger portion of her bare back. Kitrana grunted and shoved his hands away before scrambling up to her feet.

“I have seen brands like that before,” Baelon said. “The Andarens brand the most valuable of their fettered souls.”

Joran only glimpsed the scars seared into her flesh—a ring of foreign glyphs.

“It was not the Andarens,” Kitrana answered, her chest still heaving from the exertion.

Baelon raised an eyebrow. “Your own people? Now how would they have got their hands on Andaren magic?”

“Magic?” Joran questioned.

“Oh yes,” the Dragonlord replied, his eyes fixed on the Nimean. “That’s not a brand of property. It’s a tracking spell. The Merdians, I assume. The ones you told me about.”

“Yes,” Kitrana breathed. “The Merdians have enslaved the survivors.”

“They are allies of the Skaramangians then.” Baelon regarded the broken sword again. “Of course. How else would they retrieve a weapon of power from the bottom of the ocean? They traded the sword for magic. I have seen worse bargains made,” he added wistfully.

The Dragonlord ceased his musings and tucked the broken blade into his belt before taking the length of steel from Garek. “I knew your tale would be of great interest, Miss Voden, but now it’s time for you to take part in mine. You will accompany me…” Baelon gestured to Kalaghan and waited for her to move on before addressing Joran. “You will stay and continue to train. Gondrith will see to it,” he said a little louder, gaining the Rider’s attention from the camp. “When I return, I expect to see advancement in your footwork. We will also begin your instruction in the ways of magic.”

Baelon paused upon his departure and turned back to Garek. “Be on your guard,” he advised quietly. “Our cousins beneath the sea know she is here now. They will come for her.”
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GETTING IN THE MIDDLE OF IT


There was nothing quite so patient as Death. It did not rush. It did not meddle. Death had but to wait, the children of Verda seemingly eager to see its bidding fulfilled.

From her place astride Garganafan, aloft in the cold heavens above, Kassanda Grey bore witness to the feast. Death roamed the battlefield between the northern towers like an insatiable beast, the ground littered with corpses.

There was no more snow, the powder churned into mush, dirt, and pools of blood. The men of Erador had presented the Andarens with a wall of steel and grit, offering them a farewell that would make them think twice about entering their land uninvited again.

They appeared evenly matched, the red cloaks of Erador almost equal to the black cloaks of Andara, but the scales were soon to tip. From the Andarens’ rear, their forces continued to steadily advance, bringing with them their war machines. Catapults and ballistae were primed to add their payloads to the mayhem if not the warriors who operated them.

By Kassanda’s reckoning, the Andarens would inevitably pierce the Eradoran barricade and slip back into their home territory—with their prize. Garganafan had spotted it first, his gaze never to miss much. Following his direction, the Dragon Rider narrowed her eyes on the catapults in the east.

Carried on a large cart and pulled by four mutated war horses, the enormous crate sat eerily still, a makeshift tomb unfit for the power it housed. The skeleton inside was a gateway to magics unknown, a weapon not to be bandied around. There was no telling what shape the war would take if the warlocks of God Fall got their hands on it.

We should have been here, Kassanda remarked, her mental tone laden with guilt. If they had met the Andarens with us over their heads the death toll⁠—

Would be even higher, Garganafan interrupted. There would simply be more dead Andarens than humans. No one side deserves to live more than the other. They have both been deceived by the Skaramangians. They have both had their beliefs and tenets turned against them.

Yet we remain loyal to the throne of Erador, Kassanda reminded her companion. Is it not our place to draw that line and defend the king’s people? If we can’t uphold his laws, then we are no better than Baelon Vos.

Through their bond, Garganafan released a comforting tether that Kassanda could choose to latch onto. It is our place to uphold the light in the dark, he replied earnestly. To stand against evil and all its works. To have unwavering valour. Unyielding honour. Unending sacrifice. I see no evil before us. Only misguided souls.

Their hatred of each other is longstanding. Generations—on both sides—have been born into this war. I can see no end to it until one side is crushed and peace is forced upon them.

Peace will be forced upon the world, as it always has been, Garganafan agreed, but it can be different this time.

Kassanda could feel something of what her companion was thinking. Joran, she intoned.

A time of dragons will force both sides to stop and listen to the other. From then on, peace can be forged by words instead of swords.

While Kassanda believed him, she couldn’t imagine that world taking shape before the men on that battlefield had died from war or even old age. Bridging the two realms felt like a chasm even Joran’s destiny couldn’t bring together.

Until that day, she said, what do we do about this mess? You say Oaken’s scent carries into the north, but I am loathe to abandon this fight again.

Hanun arain el mon arain, Kasandai.

Your heart is my heart, Kassanda.

It was only a handful of words in her native Dorneese, but they always succeeded in bringing harmony to the pair. They were one of mind, heart, and spirit.

I say we take out the Andaren backbone and relieve them of their prize, Garganafan opined.

Kassanda observed the battle below, her dark eyes focusing on the war machines and rear battalion. One fly over would rob them of their catapults and ballistae and a second would rob them of the skeleton. Garganafan’s underbelly was that of pale hardened bone, granting him some protection from the archers that guarded the rear.

Hanun arain el mon arain, she echoed back to him, an eager smile carving through her cheeks.

After centuries together, Kassanda no longer required any kind of signal as to Garganafan’s intentions—she simply held fast to the reins of her saddle. The white dragon ceased all flying, his magnificent wings closed about him as he dipped his horned head. For just a moment, the twin straps attached to Kassanda’s belt drew taut, the companions pulling away from each other, until the Rider hunkered down and took one big breath.

Like a scaled spear hurled by a wrathful god, Garganafan plummeted towards the battlefield. By the time the Andarens had spotted the great agent of Death, it was too late. The dragon’s golden speckles glistened in the dim light as he spread his wings and banked sharply to the north, taking them along the Andaren rear line.

Garganafan needed no prompt from his Rider, his jaw stretching and glands pulsing. As ever, the mixture he spat forth was freezing death. One catapult after the other was engulfed in the frigid storm, its touch so cold the wooden struts and levers exploded under their own weight. So too did a dozen or more Andarens suffer that same touch, the dragon’s breath unavoidable. They were frozen to their bones, their blood hardened in every vessel, before the sheer force of Garganafan’s breath blew them into chunks of icy rock.

Between the catapults, all but one of the ballistae succumbed to the same bitter fate. That lone survivor, however, was quick to angle the weapon high and notably skilled enough to fire a quick and accurate shot. The bolt whistled through the air on an intercept course that would plunge into Garganafan as he turned back around.

The dragon, however, did not fly alone.

Kassanda had an archive of spells at her disposal, but in a moment of protective instinct, her connection to the Realm of Magic drew from it exactly what she needed. While invisible, the shield flared a multitude of colours upon the bolt’s impact, revealing its arcing shape. The bolt snapped and splintered into several pieces as it careened over the flying duo, its fall considerably slower than Garganafan’s, who dived immediately.

The battalion scattered like ants, and the remaining ballista was abandoned without a second thought. And all before Garganafan obliterated the war machine with a mere ripple down his spiked tail. The ballista was reduced to a thousand pieces and thrown into the debris left by the frozen catapults.

Still gliding along the ruined line, the white dragon made for his final target. The mutated war horses pulling the skeleton’s wooden tomb knew no fear, the deep-rooted emotion long having been bred out of them, but the same could not be said for the Andaren soldier sitting at the head of the cart. He urged the four massive horses into a dead run, their galloping hooves charging towards the battle in the west.

They did not possess nearly a fraction of the speed required to escape Garganafan.

The dragon’s front legs reached out, and his claws ensnared the tomb. For a few seconds, the cart, driver, and all four war horses were lifted from the ground before the straps snapped, and the tomb continued to climb with its new owner. By Garganafan’s reckoning, the huge crate was no heavier than the weight of a sword in a warrior’s hand, and he easily continued his flight over the battle.

With one hand, Kassanda deftly detached herself from the saddle’s harness.

Kassanda, Garganafan said, a warning in his voice. If you go down there, I won’t be able to aid you without taking lives on both sides.

I’ll be fine, Kassanda assured. Just put the crate down by the tree line, in the north, and be ready.

Garganafan’s reluctance was clearly felt across their bond, but the dragon trusted her well enough to know she wouldn’t overextend her capabilities. With that, he adjusted his flight path to take him north, towards The Unadine Forest, a path that crossed directly over the heart of the conflict.

Poised in a crouch atop her saddle, Kassanda had only to leap up, springing from the hard leather on the balls of her feet. Garganafan shot away while the Rider gracefully flipped over her head until she was falling feet first. In her mind she wove the spell that would cocoon her body, protecting her from the impact, while simultaneously lacing it with another spell that would disperse her collected energy in every direction. The two spells created friction, resulting in a mix of flaring colours about her.

Landing in a gap little more than a slither between the warring factions, Kassanda’s arrival was felt by all. Those closest to her were shoved back at speed, crushing the opposing ranks together in a circle. At least a hundred men and Andarens had been taken from their feet, many of whom would likely go on to suffer terrible injuries, but there were still thousands more on each side. The men of Erador were bolstered by her presence, a fact that was heard in their collective war cry.

The Andarens hesitated, seen in the eyes of every warrior who looked upon Kassanda as she emerged from the crater. Garganafan’s proximity would only add to their qualms. Still, they saw no choice before them but to fight on, their homeland little more than a mile away, in the shadow of the Tower of Argunsuun.

Those who had been knocked over were soon trampled by the Andarens charging toward the Dragon Rider. None of them deserved to die, a manufactured enemy, but Kassanda wasn’t about to let them kill her because of that fact. She sidestepped the first to attack, her blade lifting to deflect her foe’s scimitar with a swift flick, before her sword whipped out, severing the Andaren across the ribs. His armour tore with ease under the pressure of silvyr and Rider strength, as if it hadn’t been there at all.

It seemed a mob followed after him. There was no chance of coordination or rank discipline this far into a heated battle, and so the Andarens placed their boots wherever they could, between the bodies, dead horses, and discarded weapons. They jostled each other, their armour more hindrance than anything else.

Kassanda darted forwards and hammered a single boot into the chestplate of the nearest soldier. He flew back and took four others down into the mud and bloody puddles with him.

Fitted in a tight under suit of scale mail and black tooled leathers, Kassanda was not nearly as restricted in her movements. The Dragon Rider flowed through a combat style that could have been compared to a dance, her spins and whipping cloak either distracting or disorienting her enemies, while her arms lashed out high and low, an extension of her silvyr weapon. Every flash of that blade ended a life, her speed, precision, and ferocity unrivalled by the average soldier from the west.

After claiming a little over a dozen lives, the Andarens began to reassess their decision to challenge the Dragon Rider. It afforded Kassanda some space, where she spotted the corpses of two dead war horses, one having died atop the other. A few meaningful strides and she ascended the carcasses before any Andaren found their courage.

All around her was a sea of violence. The Andarens were desperate to reach the Tower of Argunsuun while the men of Erador stubbornly held their ground. They weren’t to allow the foreigners to leave with their prize. Of course, the men knew little to nothing of the prize in question. Their orders had been vague and, at this point in the battle, largely forgotten. It was about survival now.

“Enough,” Kassanda stated under her breath.

The Rider raised one hand over her head and ignited a spell designed to burn white hot. As before, she was forced to weave another spell at the same time, preventing the bright light from melting her fingers to the bone.

Kassanda Grey now stood as a beacon in the heart of the battlefield.

All eyes fell on her as the fighting steadily drew to an uneasy end. Humans and Andarens staggered back from each other, caught between looking at the Rider and the enemy who might swing for them.

Confident that she had the attention of all, Kassanda let the spells around her raised hand die out. In their place, she conjured the magic required to exaggerate her voice so it might reach all who yet lived on no man’s land.

“THIS CONFLICT IS AT AN END!” she declared in the Andaren tongue. “YOUR PRIZE HAS BEEN RECLAIMED!” Kassanda pointed at the distant tree line, where her immortal companion stood guard beside the wooden tomb. “YOU HAVE TWO CHOICES! FIGHT FOR THAT WHICH YOU HAVE STOLEN AND FACE THE WRATH OF A DRAGON! OR PASS BACK INTO ANDARA PEACEFULLY, AND RETURN TO YOUR FAMILIES!”

A palpable tension ruled the battlefield thereafter. Kassanda’s knuckles paled against the hilt of her sword. Andaren culture was steeped in honour. Returning home to report of failure was potentially worse than death, but to stay was to surely perish.

“LIVE TO FIGHT ANOTHER DAY!” her words boomed, voicing as much. “OR DIE HERE, ON THIS FROZEN EARTH, AND LEAVE YOUR REALM WITHOUT AN ARMY!”

A grand muttering of hushed exchanges took place across the field of battle. It seemed they were waiting for one—just one—to sheathe their sword and begin the march west.

Garganafan reminded them of what they faced should they stay, his colossal body rearing up on his back legs. His roar split the sky, his promise of death felt in the chest of every living thing still breathing between the towers. When, at last, his front legs dropped back down, the earth shuddered beneath their feet.

It wasn’t one but two dozen who returned their scimitars to their belts and trudged westward. In their wake, a hundred more followed, the decision catching like a wildfire. It confused the men of Erador, who had no idea what Kassanda had said to them. They braced themselves, swords bared, and continued to block the western path.

“WARRIORS OF ERADOR, HEAR ME!” the Rider bellowed. “GARGANAFAN HAS RECLAIMED WHAT THE ANDARENS STOLE FROM OUR LANDS! MOVE TO THE NORTH AND DEFEND IT!”

One of the human soldiers lowered his sword, his expression full of confusion. “But… But they invaded. They should be punished!”

“If we let them live, they’ll just try again!” another man blurted.

“Your dragon could kill them all!” a third yelled.

Kassanda looked in the general direction of the dissent. “YOU WILL MOVE TO THE NORTH AND AWAIT FURTHER COMMANDS!” So powerful was her voice that those closest to her were sent back a step.

It was no quick process by any means. It took considerable time for the men of Erador to collect their dead and move ever northwards while, at the same time, the Andarens retrieved their fallen and waded through the mud and gore to the west. Kassanda and Garganafan oversaw it all, their gaze enough to keep the fragile peace.

The sun was setting over the enemy’s lands by the time the last of them had passed beyond the Tower of Argunsuun. The men of Erador were cast in the dying light, exhausted if not broken, their hot breath spoiling the air. There were cries of both grief and pain as supplies were hauled up from the ships upon which they had arrived. So many were in need of aid, and many more would die from their wounds before the night was out.

Kassanda took it upon herself to bring a swift end to those who were doomed to spend their final hours in agony. It was seen as an honour to die by the blade of a Dragon Rider, though most were in too much pain or had suffered such blood loss that they didn’t notice the Rider’s dagger slipping between their ribs.

It was a grim night.

By the apex of the moon the camp had been put together, scouts and lookouts had been sent forth, and the death toll had weighted the surviving masses into a solemn quietude. There were still the screams of those who were undergoing makeshift surgery in a bid to save their lives, and the anguished cries of men who had lost brothers, sons, and fathers. The hell of it all only fuelled Kassanda’s revulsion for the Skaramangians.

They have their dark lord, and yet good men continue to die because of their deception, she raged.

Garganafan remained prone, his tail curled around the skeleton’s crate. I fear good men and all else besides will continue to die in the shadow of this Dark One. This war was only the beginning. What comes next threatens to doom us all.

Kassanda shared in her companion’s fears and felt the tug of greater commitments then. They needed to return to the hunt and locate Joran. He was at the beginning of a journey now that might well determine the fate of the world—he needed guidance.

With a rag in hand, the Rider was wiping blood from her face when one of the soldiers broke away to meet her. She identified him immediately as a commander by the king’s sigil on his breastplate, emblazoned in gold over his heart. He appeared haggard like so many others, his face displaying a tapestry of cuts and bruises. He was even missing the top half of his left ear, the flesh ragged and crusted with blood.

He made the mistake of bowing to her.

“You don’t bow to me,” Kassanda told him firmly. “You and I alike bow only to the king.”

The commander was put off balance by the response, his gaze shifting rapidly between her and the dragon. “I’m not sure what to call you,” he admitted.

“Master Grey will do, Commander…”

“Commander Teague, Master Grey.” The man almost made the mistake of bowing again but managed to correct himself at the last second.

“What can I do for you, Commander Teague? Where is General Hux? He set sail from Caster Hold did he not?”

The soldier hesitated. “We are yet to find his body, Master Grey.”

“I see,” Kassanda replied, her tone a notch softer. “That would put you in charge of these men then.”

“It would. I am,” he stammered, eyes roaming over Garganafan’s towering form.

“You need not fear him, Commander. Garganafan has been loyal to House Etragon since before your great, great grandfather was born.”

“Quite,” Teague agreed sheepishly before clearing his throat. “There is disquiet growing among the men, Master Grey, regarding the eh… the truce.”

“Their blood is still hot from battle,” Kassanda told him confidently. “It’ll pass. Come the new day they will be thankful they are alive to greet it. That gratitude will grow tenfold upon their return to Caster Hold, and they can see their loved ones.”

The man hesitated again.

“What is it, Commander Teague?”

“Most of the men—none of them, actually, have ever fought alongside a dragon and their Rider before. We were led to believe… that is, everything we’ve been told about you, would lead us to victory.”

Kassanda let his comment sit with her for a moment while she sighed and took a seat on one of the small crates that had been unloaded. “You say victory, Commander, but you mean annihilation of the enemy, yes?”

Teague frowned. “Are they not the same, Master Grey?”

“That depends on whether you know who your enemy is,” the Rider replied offhandedly, running the cloth over her bald scalp and fine tattoos.

“I don’t understand,” the soldier admitted, his confusion deepening.

Nor is he meant to, Garganafan said into her mind. Do not trouble him with things he cannot hope to change.

The sound of men dying, driven to madness in their final moments by agony, pressed upon Kassanda, along with the mob of eyes that watched their conversation play out. No man had walked away from the battle unscathed, be it in body or mind. War had scarred them all, a beast spurred on by the whips of the Skaramangians. It all toiled to light a fire within the Rider, enraging her.

What else am I to do? she spat back at her companion, her anger getting the better of her. Should I perpetuate the lie? Should I encourage them to throw their lives away for a war they don’t even comprehend? Perhaps I should tell them, as we did their great grandfathers, that they fight and die so their descendants can live in peace? How many more generations do we let⁠—

Garganafan raised his head, his neck arching, as his cool blue eyes settled on the Rider. You are to inspire, he said simply. What they do with that inspiration is in their own hands.

The truth of it struck Kassanda with such a blow that her eyes glassed over. I don’t know how to do that anymore, she confessed across their bond.

Perhaps, Garganafan posed, you have as much to learn from Joran as he has to learn from you.

Kassanda swallowed the truth of that statement before turning back to Commander Teague, who had waited admirably patiently while she held a private conversation with her dragon. “The war was not to be determined by this battle alone,” she told him, having blinked away any tears. “Today’s victory can be found in every man who yet breathes so he might fight tomorrow. And trust me, Commander Teague, tomorrow needs every abled man it can get.”

The Dragon Rider stood up and took a cold breath. “Rest while you can, and aid those who need it. But do not linger here. You must return to your ships and make for Caster Hold. Erador needs its army.”

Commander Teague nodded once, his muscle memory kicking in upon receiving orders. “What of that, Master Grey?” he asked, looking at the enormous crate.

Kassanda thought of it travelling aboard one of the navy’s ships, a journey that would take it unnervingly close to Harendun, where Vander and Herragax reigned. “We will see to its safe return,” she informed the soldier. “You may report of success to your superiors. Your timely intervention prevented the Andarens from taking it into their lands.”

“Very good,” Teague said, clearly eager to make such a report. “Might I ask what it is? It seems so simple a thing for so many to have died for.”

Kassanda paused, unsure how to best describe it. “It’s a relic—a weapon of sorts. It belongs to the Jainus. Had the enemy claimed it, they would have turned it against Erador. The realm owes you all a debt,” she added, knowing they would never receive such a boon.

“That is… comforting. I shall spread the word. It will be good for morale. Will you be accompanying us south, Master Grey?” he enquired, his question clearly born of his own mention of morale.

“No,” Kassanda answered, her heart dwelling on the world’s need—her need—of inspiration. “Garganafan and I are headed north. A small detour before retuning the relic.”

The commander looked past her, to The Unadine’s tree line. “You mean to speak to the dwarves?”

“Dwarves?”

That’s what I’m smelling, Garganafan said with revelation, his snout turned to the forest.

“As we arrived,” Teague explained, “we saw thousands of them. They were fleeing into the forest as the Andarens attacked.”

Thousands? the dragon echoed. Why would so many be so far from The Morthil Mountains?

“Dwarves aren’t known to be keen on much above the surface,” Kassanda commented aloud. “Especially forests. It wasn’t an army?” she asked, even though she knew an army of dwarves would not have been displaced by the Andarens.

“It looked to be a convoy of all sorts. I thought I saw some soldiers among them, but I also spotted children—plenty of families I’d say.”

“Curious,” Kassanda muttered, her gaze roaming over the shadowed forest.

“They’ve dwarven magic too,” Commander Teague remarked. “Never seen anything like it.”

The Rider turned back to look at the man, searching now for any sign of delirium. There was nothing quite so incongruous as the word dwarven followed by the word magic.

“You must be mistaken, Commander. Dwarves and magic do not get on.”

“I saw it with my own eyes, Master Grey. I was among the first to grace the hill,” he said, gesturing back at the south. “Two of them there were. Stuck between us and the Andarens’ charging line. They would have been crushed for sure were it not for their magic.”

“What exactly did you see?” she pressed.

“Admittedly, we were at a bit of a distance, but I saw them plain as day. One second, they were there. The next, they were gone in a flash of light.”

The Anther! Garganafan exclaimed.

Kassanda recalled Joran’s explanation, that the hammer was now being wielded by a dwarf called Grarfath, though he was in the company of Yamnomora. There were still too many unanswered questions as to why an exodus of dwarves was on the move through no man’s land and with a weapon of power amongst them.

“Thank you, Commander Teague,” the Rider said, her tone suggesting he was being dismissed. “Wait!” she commanded, recalling the plan made in the king’s war room. “You have reinforcements coming from the east. They were intended to flank the enemy. Feel free to berate them for being so damned slow and turn them around.”

“Happily,” he replied.

Kassanda gave him a nod. “We will not forget your efforts here, Commander Teague. Get your men home.”

“Master Grey,” he replied, voicing her title with reverence.

Kassanda watched him walk away, wishing she had been able to do more, but she could live with knowing that her actions had saved so many lives—on both sides.

Garganafan stirred behind her. Not idly does one wield a weapon of power. I would take the measure of this Grarfath.

As would I, Kassanda agreed.

It was short and sharp, that insistent urge to exact revenge upon those who had torn her order in half. Baelon Vos was owed a reckoning, along with those who had sided with him. A weapon of power would tip the scales…

The Dragon Rider was quick to bury the feeling before Garganafan got wind of it. He would only frown on the savagery of revenge, encouraging her to rise above it and seek a righteous path more befitting.

Kassanda, however, was just fine with a bit of savagery.
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A DEAL WITH THE DEVIL


“Don’ get too comfortable!” Yamnomora yelled, striding through the forest. “If ye can hunt—hunt! If ye can build, make shelter! There’s no halls o’ stone ’ere! The trees won’ keep us dry! If ye’ve a light touch, see to any wounded! Supplies are to be rationed! An’ no eatin’ the bloody hogs!”

Her powerful hands grabbed a pair of younger dwarves by a shoulder each. “Shove off!” she growled, sending them and their hungry bellies away from Bludgeon, who had been squarely in their sights.

A group of children ran out in front of her, halted by her considerably overbearing presence. “An’ where are ye lot runnin’ off to?” she enquired. Their mouths stretched and their eyes wandered in search of a suitable tale. “Be off with ye,” she urged. “Find yer ma an’ make yerselves useful. Yer parents don’ need to be worryin’ abou’ ye an’ all else besides.”

Sent on their way, Yamnomora continued onwards, navigating The Unadine’s tall trees until she came across the makeshift pavilion. Under the canopy were gathered a collection of dwarves who, between them, possessed knowledge and skills useful to the collective.

The surviving guild lords were also present.

A useless trio in Yamnomora’s eyes. They possessed no skills of use, clinging only to their loud opinions, all of which were concerned with their power and authority and how they might maintain both in this time of strife. Greed had no place among the dwarves now. Survival was a different animal. Yamnomora could only hope that such hard times, such desperation, would put an end to their worship of profits and stature. Only the old gods could see them through the conflicts still to come.

She first clapped eyes on Yannik, son of Yannagar. He was guild lord of the Redbraids, easily noted by the braid of red hair that hung from one side of his bald scalp. He was the least aggressive of the three, perhaps seeing that there was worth in listening to the masses, who were steadily turning more and more to Grarfath’s counsel. He was still dangerously ambitious, and, like the other two of his station, there were those who remained fiercely loyal to the guild lord.

Standing on the other side of the table—a large tree stump that housed a map of Verda—was Guild Lord Bo Kannis, son of Ro Trantis. So tightly bound and immaculate was his long beard and hair that he could only be a Frostbeard. He was easily the loudest of the trio, believing a portion of his authority lay in the obnoxious volume of his voice. His temper rested on a knife’s edge, making him somewhat unpredictable. He saw no value whatsoever in the Hammerhold, making Grarfath a troublesome conundrum that needed dealing with.

Then there was the Boldbane, who stood facing Yamnomora as she approached the gathering. Guild Lord Arcadius, son of Akron, was broad-shouldered, a wall of tattooed dwarven muscle that had not withered with age. He was still the youngest of the three and, easily, the most outspoken when it came to Grarfath’s illegitimacy. Arcadius had tolerated the Hammerhold thus far, be it by popular vote or a show of real power by Grarfath.

That tolerance was not to last.

The son of Akron would see to Grarfath’s demise, but he wouldn’t be so overt as the Frostbeard, ensuring that he didn’t turn the people against him in the process of eliminating a rival.

Yamnomora would be watching him closely.

“This forest simply cannot sustain us,” one of the counselling dwarves reported—the previous owner of a vast distribution business. “We can hunt all day an’ night an’ all year round. It doesn’ matter. Our number is too great for what The Unadine has to offer. Our time ’ere is limited.”

“We’re goin’ to make a dent in the forestry too,” another added, a farmer who had successfully seen to the maintenance of Morthil’s harvesting fields. “Everyone needs shelter,” he continued. “If we keep choppin’ down tress at our current rate, there’ll soon be naught between us and the warring armies.”

“I’ve sent out scouts,” Guild Lord Bo Kannis announced. “As we speak, they’re scourin’ the surroundin’ mountains for a viable entrance. We’ll soon ’ave stone over our heads again.”

“Not ’ere,” Grarfath waded in. The smith stood proud with The Anther planted between his feet, so his hands could rest upon its gilded head. “We’re squeezed between east an’ west. We’ll never know peace if we stay ’ere.”

“To hell with yer peace, hammer boy,” Arcadius of the Boldbane retorted. “It’s their war, not ours. We’ll thrive off ’em. Humans an’ Andarens alike will come to us in need o’ our skill with steel. It’ll be easier to sell to both sides now.”

“Profits will flow,” Yannik uttered, agreeing with his fellow lord.

“Ye’re still so short-sighted ye can’t see past yer purses,” Yamnomora grumbled as she came to stand beside Grarfath. “Look at the map, ye damn fools. If we mine the mountains in the east, we risk intrudin’ on Drakanan. We don’ need dragons for enemies.” She pressed one stubby finger into the map. “If we mine west, we’ll soon run out o’ mountains. This ain’ Morthil.”

“An’ once we settle,” Grarfath said, chipping in, “our numbers will grow. We need a stretch o’ stone that can truly sustain us.”

Bo Kannis scoffed. “What would ye ’ave us do then?” He gestured at the realm of men. “Maybe we should take over The Spine o’ Erador. I’m sure they won’ notice,” he added, looking around for people to join in his amusement.

“I would ’ave us look beyond the borders o’ man,” Grarfath stated, and absurdly by the looks he received.

“We’re to build ships now are we?” Arcadius retorted mockingly. “How many times ’ave ye hit yer head with that hammer, lad?”

“We’re dwarves!” Bo Kannis interjected. “We don’ sail!”

Even those among the group who sided with Grarfath looked to agree with the guild lords, if reluctantly. “Goin’ east o’ Erador would seem impossible,” the farmer commented.

Grarfath took The Anther in one hand so he could press a single finger into the map. “I didn’ say anythin’ about sailin’.”

Yamnomora scrutinised the section of map he was pointing at. “The Broken Mountains?”

“They’re not much bigger than those around us,” Guild Lord Yannik noted.

“They’re also claimed by the throne o’ Erador,” Yamnomora added quietly, disliking any line of argument that put her in opposition to Grarfath.

“I’m not suggestin’ we live there,” the smith explained. “I’m sayin’ we go through ’em. Think abou’ it! The world’s full o’ mountains, an’ any we find beyond The Broken Mountains are ours to claim.”

“We ’ave no idea what we’d find beyond those mountains,” Bo Kannis put in pointedly.

“Nobody does,” Arcadius said, piling on. “Even the humans ’ave failed to map much north o’ ’em.”

“We could be takin’ our people into a frozen hell from which there’s no return,” Yannik said grimly.

“I didn’ say it were goin’ to be easy,” Grarfath argued. “But that don’ mean it ain’t what we’ve got to do. There’s no place for us ’ere. We ’ave to⁠—”

A loud and violent clatter interrupted the Hammerhold, turning everyone’s attention to the east. Yamnomora was immediately unsettled by the sound of chains falling loose, wood snapping, and the distant cries of dwarves in distress. She locked eyes with Grarfath as the two voiced their shared revelation.

“Slait!”

The guild lords happily remained where they were while Grarfath and Yamnomora broke into a run, departing the council at speed. Bludgeon was soon by their side, charging ahead with bristling tusks to lead the way. There were yelps and screams as many a dwarf was forced to dive aside, giving the Warhog space. In the animal’s wake, the two companions navigated the fallen as well as the annoying trees that seemed to reach out to block them at every turn.

When, at last, they had eyes on The Dancing Sword of the Dawn, he was tossing one of his guards aside as if the dwarf were no more than a sack of potatoes. His bonds had come free, now piled at the base of the severed post he had long been tied to.

Another guard planted himself in Slait’s way, an axe levied in both hands and primed to swing at the mutated Andaren. The Vahlken that never was proved to be the faster, his hand snatching the top of the haft with enough force to shove the flat of the double-headed axe into the dwarf’s face. A rough, one-handed grab saw him fling the guard out of his way with brutal ease.

Bludgeon’s roar-like squeal preceded his barrelling arrival. It was all the warning Slait needed for his enhanced senses and muscles to respond. In a sudden blur of motion, he was facing the Warhog, crouched and ready with open hands.

None but a survivor of Handuin’s pits could have intercepted the animal by its great tusks. Locked together, Slait was forced back, his stubborn feet churning up the ground and heaping the snow.

Just when it seemed Bludgeon’s strength would win out, the Andaren twisted to one side and brought a hand up and under the Warhog’s midriff. Through his torn tunic and shattered white cuirass, Slait’s muscles bulged like marble come alive, his thick veins pulsing with magic-laced blood.

Gripped by a tusk and the straps of his saddle, Bludgeon was then heaved and thrown into a cart.

“Oi!” Yamnomora roared.

Slait swivelled to the sound of her voice and looked sorely tempted to close the gap and rip her head off, but he glanced at Grarfath—at The Anther in his grip—and turned on his heel.

The Andaren was damned fast, his chosen escape route taking him north. He jumped with all his strength, eclipsing dwarves whole as he gained ground.

“I’ll get ’im!” the smith vowed.

Only then, in that fleeting moment, did Yamnomora see the zealot’s ploy for what it was. Slait wasn’t running away—he never did. He was dividing them.

“Wait!” Yamnomora warned, but it was too late.

Grarfath had already stopped and raised The Anther. By the time she had turned to see him, there was nothing but a flash of blue light and an expulsion of wind where he had been standing.

The same phenomenon occurred further north, ahead of Slait.

Grarfath emerged swinging, an echo of his mother. Any ordinary foe would have been flattened, but The Dancing Sword of the Dawn was far from ordinary, and the smith had played right into his hands.

Slait dropped to the ground and skidded on his hip, his feet ploughing through the snow and mud as he crossed beneath Grarfath’s attack. At the same time, he grappled with the Hammerhold’s legs, bringing him down face first.

Like a coiled spring, Slait was returned to his feet in one graceful move, placing him directly over the smith. With a victorious grin, he reached down, his pale fingers flexed to take The Anther in hand.

He, instead, received the rather solid forehead of an angry blacksmith to the nose. For good measure, Grarfath had grabbed the Andaren by the back of the neck, pulling him into the blow.

With a pained grunt, Slait staggered back, blood streaming from his now crooked nose.

Yamnomora’s heart swelled with pride as much as it did with relief—the smith continued to surprise her.

Still, he could not boast the training nor the mutated durability that Slait could. The Andaren shrugged off the attack and rushed the dwarf while he was still rising. Then from his feet, Grarfath was rammed into the nearest tree as the onlookers made extra steps in their retreat from the scene.

Yamnomora was the only one running towards the behemoth. Her charge reached its apex in the form of a leap, her arms outstretched to take Slait at the waist. Had she been delayed a second more, Grarfath would have succumbed to the powerful hands that had been wrapped around his throat.

The Dancing Sword of the Dawn was nearly folded in half by the dwarven warrior, though he was certainly buried beneath her muscled bulk. It was hard to say how many punches Yamnomora landed in the chaos of their combined tumble, but there was plenty of blood on her knuckles by the time she was thrown aside.

Slait spat blood from his ruby red lips, again the first to recover and find his feet. Yamnomora, however, had been less interested in finding her feet and more interested in finding the weapon of power dropped by the smith.

“Don’t even bother giving it to me,” Slait said, his spine cracking and popping as he straightened up. “I’d rather prise it from your dead fingers.” With both hands, he dared her to come at him.

Yamnomora sniffed and wiped the trickle of blood from her chin where she had been clipped by the wretch’s elbow. “I was goin’ to let The Green leaf an’ Androma see to yer punishment.” A fiendish smirk cut through her rosy cheeks. “I can settle for describin’ it to ’em.”

Knuckles cracking around The Anther’s haft, Yamnomora readied herself to break every bone in his body. Damned if she hadn’t looked forward to it, to any reason she might unleash her unbridled fury. It always burned in her, demanding to be let out, to be shared with the world so all might suffer as she once did—as her entire family did.

But Slait’s punishment was forestalled, as most things were when gods fell out of the sky.

The pines rustled, and the snow that had managed to cling to them fell like rain as the Dragon Rider landed on one knee. His dark cloak fanned out around him, the last to settle before he slowly rose to his full height. His pauldrons and vambraces displayed small dragon scales of dark honey, most of which were speckled with bronze and silver, the latter matching his fox-white hair and beard, both well maintained in the style of a human general.

With crow’s feet around his cold blue eyes and the deep grooves of an aged life, he appeared well toned, his very posture emanating strength and regality. Upon his left hip rested a sword that boasted the very same characteristics, its hilt shining bronze and gold until it ended in a dragon’s head for a pommel.

Yamnomora had never met the fabled Dragonlord, but she did not doubt that the man was none other.

Baelon Vos.

His gaze swept over the environment, drinking in the details before finally landing on Yamnomora—on The Anther. The moment was interrupted by the batting of mighty wings and a gliding shadow overhead. It was a dragon’s call that disturbed The Unadine, a prolonged roar that heralded the greatest predator in the world.

While looking just as surprised as the dwarves, Slait was not to pass up the opportunity to strike at such a foe. The mutant dashed and leaped at his enemy, a closed fist raised and cocked to slam into the side of Baelon’s face. It would have been quite the blow had it actually landed. Instead, they all bore witness to the Dragonlord’s extraordinary reflexes.

Slait’s fist sailed through naught but air until his torso impacted Baelon’s shoulder, at which point the Andaren was gripped fully by that outstretched arm and flung feet over head. He crashed into the forest floor with such force as to bounce, where his ribs were met by one of the Rider’s boots. Yamnomora watched The Dancing Sword of the Dawn spin out of control before striking the base of a tree.

“You would dare touch me, Mutant?” Baelon said in perfect Andarneese.

Slait used the trunk of the tree to pick himself up before using the tree, again, to slam his shoulder joint back into place. He hissed in pain before laying his eyes on the Dragonlord. His rage was almost beautiful the way it blazed behind those golden orbs.

In a single stride he closed the gap and swung one solid arm at Baelon’s head. The impact must have been akin to being struck by a hammer, yet Baelon blocked the attack with an upraised arm, the scales of his vambrace meeting the Andaren’s wrist with seeming ease.

It was, however, the first in a flurry of blows from Slait. The zealot lashed out with fists, elbows, and feet, all to be met by Baelon, who dodged, side-stepped, and evaded every one of them, continuously countering with a swift jab, and always to the same nerve cluster in Slait’s jaw. After a dozen such counters, the Andaren began to struggle to turn his head to the left, offering Baelon a weakness to exploit.

Suddenly, the Dragonlord was always evading to Slait’s left, making it that much harder for the zealot to track him. It only enraged the Dawn Sword all the more, turning his attacks wild. Baelon’s footwork was impeccable, allowing him to navigate the plethora of blows until he had manoeuvred his foe into the desired position.

Pop!

Slait growled in pain, his arm, again, torn from its socket when Baelon yanked hard on his wrist while simultaneously shoving an elbow into his ribs. Using his heel, a mere tap to the back of his knee dropped the Andaren, where he was then at the mercy of the Dragonlord’s fine dagger. When, exactly, he had produced the blade escaped Yamnomora, who had struggled to follow the Rider’s every move, but she saw it plainly now, the steel tip pressed neatly into the corner of Slait’s left eye. A sliver of blood escaped his tear duct and traced the contours of the Dawn Sword’s face.

“You fight like a Vahlken, yet you do not look like a Vahlken,” Baelon remarked. “Curious.”

“Your days are numbered, Rider,” Slait retorted.

“Is that right?” Baelon replied, somewhat bemused.

The zealot sneered and spat blood at the Dragonlord’s feet. “You are nothing but flakes of skin shed by the Dark Ones. When the gods return, be sure they will wipe you from the face of Verda, just as they did the demons that spawned you.”

A hint of revelation flashed across Baelon’s face. “I see. You’re him. The Skaramangian lap dog. What is it they call you? Oh yes. The Dancing Sword of the Dawn. If only you knew the truth of that name you would see what a mockery your masters make of you and your faith.”

Slait’s confusion was momentary, the witless fool ever ruled by his temper. “I swear to the gods, I will be the last thing you see before⁠—”

Like a battering ram, Baelon slammed his boot into the mutant’s face, robbing him of consciousness. He let the Andaren’s arm fall to the ground, oddly limp, before stepping over him to stand before the dwarves. He showed no outward sign that he had even been in a fight, let alone against a foe so powerful as a Vahlken-trained assassin.

The forest exploded behind Baelon, the trees splitting and snapping under the weight of something truly enormous. Dwarves scattered all the more, with some forced to dive aside before the trees hammered the ground. Yamnomora backed off until she was shoulder to shoulder with Grarfath, who kept his eyes firmly on the pattern of falling trees while one dark hand reached out to reclaim The Anther. Yamnomora did not resist, though she immediately missed the feel of the weapon, if not the comfort it gave her.

The forest utterly breached, the dragon who had once owned the scales adorning Baelon’s armour lowered over them all. Yamnomora had faced all manner of monsters in her time fighting beside Mordrith in their crusade against the Skaramangians, a fact that diluted much of her fear when caught in the gaze of a creature many times her size and ferocity.

All that experience was for naught under the scrutinising glare of those reptilian eyes.

Kalaghan was the dragon’s name, as told by Androma. Yamnomora had never imagined the dragon and his singular horn to look quite so threatening, but the beast beheld a look in his eyes that suggested his hunger could never be satiated.

For all the fear Kalaghan inspired, the raw emotion was put to one side when another descended from the dragon’s saddle. It was sheer surprise that now gripped the two dwarves.

“Kitrana?” Grarfath breathed.

“Ye!” Yamnomora groaned, switching to man’s common tongue. “By the old gods, fish girl, ye’re like a rash I can’t get rid o’!”

Despite the greeting, the Nimean managed a smile at seeing their familiar faces. It was wiped away when the Dragonlord stepped towards them, his overbearing presence felt with so little action.

“Now that is fortuitous,” Baelon purred, a grin of satisfaction stretching his thick but well-groomed beard. “You must be the smith Miss Voden has spoken so highly of.” His eyes settled on The Anther in Grarfath’s hand. “Though she failed to mention you wield a weapon of power…” the Dragonlord trailed off, entirely captivated by the hammer, its etched runes now aglow with a blue hue.

The phenomenon only occurred when… Yamnomora’s attention was drawn to the orange light that illuminated the inside of Baelon’s dark cloak. It was coming from the broken sword tucked into his belt.

The dwarven warrior had to work hard at concealing her concern and knowledge regarding that particular weapon. The last time she had seen it was in the Ruins of Gelakor, tucked into Joran’s belt, not Baelon’s. He had fled on Oaken’s back and should have been in Drakanan training that very moment. What had befallen him beside Baelon Vos? Was he still alive? She didn’t know the boy at all, but Androma had placed significant value on his life.

“An’ who might ye be, Dragon Rider?” Grarfath demanded, reminding Yamnomora that ignorance and boldness went hand in hand.

“My name is Baelon Vos,” came his answer, though he had switched seamlessly into the dwarven language. “I am the Dragonlord of Drakanan, Slayer of Azerghast the Mad, Decimator of Dovrin’s Blight, Unmaker of Synallis the Red, and Conqueror of the Demons of the North. The men of the east know me as the Sentinel of Dunmar, the Ruin of Handuin, and the Guardian of the White City.” He took an ominous step towards Grarfath so he might look down on the smith. “I have saved the realm from east to west more times than you have drawn breath, Grarfath Underborn. You will kneel before me.”

The air between them might have been filled with transparent jelly it was so thick with tension. Every fibre of Yamnomora’s being wanted to resist the Dragonlord, to tell him exactly where she wanted to stick her knee, but she had never felt smaller in her life than under the scrutiny of Kalaghan, who watched them intently.

It was with a touch of awe that she observed the Hammerhold remain on his feet, and with such defiance in his response.

“I would ye know,” the smith said, referring back to man’s tongue, “but it’s me knees. All this runnin’ abou’ has taken its toll. So if it’s all the same…” The Anther slid down his grip until the head was just an inch above the ground.

Baelon didn’t miss its repositioning, his jaw locking and unlocking while he contemplated the many eyes that were watching them.

“Kitrana tells me that your kingdom has succumbed to a great flood,” the Dragonlord said, steering the conversation, so it might sail away from his obvious anger. “I am glad to see that so many of your kin have survived such a traumatic event, though The Unadine is the last place I would have expected to find the sons and daughters of Morthil. Tell me, Grarfath Underborn, has your guild lord survived? I would barter with him for your services.”

“I speak for meself,” the smith told him.

“He speaks for all o’ us!” one brave dwarf called out from the surrounding crowds.

Yamnomora didn’t recognise the voice’s owner, but she did recognise the guild lords’ faces, the three of them sure to stand well back from the mob’s front line, where they wouldn’t attract Baelon’s attention—cowards.

“Ye speak to no mere smith, Dragonlord,” Yamnomora informed him. “Grarfath Underborn is the Hammerhold, like Duun before ’im.”

A look of amusement distorted Baelon’s severe expression. “Duun, son of Darl?” he queried incredulously, his knowledge of dwarven legends taking them all by surprise. “I see nothing of Duun before me,” he added critically.

“Ye… Ye knew ’im?” Grarfath asked.

“He was before my time,” Baelon admitted, breaking his firm stance to wander now, so he could cast his gaze over the camp. “But Kalaghan’s great, great, great, grandmother knew him. I could tell you of him,” he posed seductively. “Would you take the knowledge of dragons for your services, master smith? Kitrana tells me you are the only one with skills to fix my sword.”

Grarfath glanced at the magnificent sword on the Rider’s hip before his eyes slid across the glowing broken blade. “The Sword o’ Skara,” he said, looking quite deliberately at Kitrana, who had informed them of its name upon their proper introduction in the Swamps of Morthil.

Baelon ceased his passive investigation of the camp and cast a knowing look over the smith. “Indeed, though that is not the name its maker gave it.” Again, the Dragonlord’s words sparked great intrigue. “What say you?” he challenged, capitalising on said intrigue. “Return with us and reforge a weapon of power—we’ve all the tools you could need. As payment, I will tell you everything I know of your predecessor. I assure you, by the end of Duun’s tale, you will not only have fixed one weapon of power but willingly given me your own, thanking me for relieving you of the burden.”

Grarfath looked to be staring right through Baelon, the hammer slowly twisting in his grip while his mind toiled. “Like any good dwarf,” he eventually replied, “I think I’ll keep me feet on the ground. But thanks for the offer, eh?”

Kitrana stepped forwards, fear in the ocean of her eyes as she glanced at Baelon. “Grarfath,” she intoned.

“No need to fret, Miss Voden,” Baelon interrupted. “Grarfath’s a big boy. He speaks for himself, yes? You are, of course, well within your rights to refuse my bargain, master smith, but I’m afraid you are in no position to refuse. I extended a degree of generosity because I believe in a good exchange—your skills for my knowledge.

“Had you been a savvy negotiator, you might have also bargained for my protection beyond this forest. As it is, you have decided to exhibit a level of stubbornness the realm simply cannot afford. If Verda is to survive the cataclysm that besets it, this sword must be made whole so that I might wield it. I will not let so many unborn generations suffer because you were too pigheaded to play your part.” Baelon stepped aside, clearing a path to Kalaghan.

The dragon looked down on the scene, a terrible rumble resonating from deep in his chest. A cage of sharp and blood-stained teeth appeared between snarling jaws, a promise of what was to come should Grarfath refuse to go willingly. But it was Kalaghan who blinked first, the dragon’s attention suddenly drawn up to the canopy, and only a second before Baelon mimicked his immortal companion. All else were lacking the acute senses to know that another god was falling from the skies.

The dwarven populace was, again, forced to flee the area. Their cries and yells were drowned out by the devastation wrought by yet another dragon. The trees groaned before their trunks shattered and gave way to a creature of white scales and claws so large they could eclipse a shire horse. Its mighty tail batted a group of trees in the west before its magnificent wings flexed and destroyed the rest, leaving the group of five, including Slait’s unconscious body, in the middle of a clearing that consisted solely of jagged stumps and fallen trunks.

Along with Grarfath, Yamnomora rose from her crouch, registering for the first time she had bent her knees at all. She lowered her hand and craned her neck to look upon the newcomer. Her heart swelled with hope.

While she had met them only once during her time with Mordrith, Yamnomora was never to forget the overwhelming spectacle that was Garganafan. Adding to the dragon’s almighty appearance was the Rider seated on his back, at the base of his thick neck. Kassanda Grey possessed the aura of a born warrior, her black skin and bald scalp marked with fine tattoos and her armour, darker still, marred by battles fought and won before most of those present were even born. Her tanned cloak, draped over the saddle behind her, was still in the chilled air, her gaze as steely as Garganafan’s.

An almost imperceptible flicker of apprehension washed over Baelon Vos. The same could not be seen in Kalaghan, who roared in Garganafan’s face. The white dragon did not reciprocate in kind, but simply let loose a low growl and raised his head so that it rested a notch higher than Kalaghan’s.

“Kassanda,” Baelon called up. “I did not think to see you again so soon. You have recovered quickly,” he added, his jibe thinly veiled with the compliment.

Kassanda made the neck-breaking jump from her saddle to Yamnomora’s side without an ounce visible effort. She did so with her silvyr sword in hand.

“Where is Joran?” she demanded, her eyes flitting over the broken sword that continued to glow within the folds of the Dragonlord’s cloak.

“Joran is no longer your concern,” Baelon said assertively.

“He’s north of here,” Kitrana blurted, though her final word was garbled by pain.

Baelon had done no more than close his fist in the Nimean’s direction, and she had crumpled to her knees, her pain so terrible she couldn’t make a sound. Her veins bulged against her neck, and her pale skin flushed a deep pink.

A flash of silver put Kassanda’s blade at Baelon’s throat. “Release her.”

Kalaghan took umbrage with the Rider’s actions and bore down on her, jaws open, only to be beaten back by a swatting claw from Garganafan. The force of it knocked Kalaghan back, tearing up a wave of earth and showering all in a plume of loose dirt. The dark yellow dragon roared and started forwards, determined to ram his singular horn through Garganafan’s face.

“Stop!” Baelon Vos barked.

In one motion, he opened his palm, releasing Kitrana from his magic, stepped back from Kassanda’s sword, and placed himself squarely between the warring dragons.

“I would conclude my business here and be gone,” the Dragonlord continued, the only thing standing between two mountains of muscle and fury.

“This only ends one way,” Kassanda vowed.

“Think about that end, Kassanda,” Baelon implored. “Yes, one or both of us would die, but how many more besides would perish with us? How many would be crushed beneath Garganafan? How many innocent dwarves would be consumed by Kalaghan’s fire? You know as well as I, a dance of dragons scars the earth.”

Feeling entirely out of her depth beside the two warriors, Yamnomora watched Kassanda succumb to doubt. Indeed, the death toll would be devastating to the dwarven populace.

Kassanda Grey lowered her sword.

“Most wise,” Baelon praised. “Grarfath, if you would…” The Dragonlord gestured for the smith to accompany him.

“He’s not goin’ anywhere with ye!” Yamnomora exclaimed.

“On the contrary, he either comes with me, or we see exactly where this ends. I doubt your people can outrun a forest fire.”

Kassanda looked as if she might rise to the challenge when Grarfath stepped forward. “If I come peacefully, ye’ll leave peacefully?”

“You have my word.”

“Grarfath,” Yamnomora hissed, grabbing his arm. “Ye can’t go with ’im! He’ll never let ye leave with The Anther. Hells, he might not even let ye live once ye’re done fixin’ that damned sword.”

The smith pressed the hammer into Yamnomora’s chest until she released him and, instead, grabbed the weapon. “The bargain was for me skills, not The Anther. It stays with ye.”

Yamnomora was shaking her head, feeling the heat of so many eyes on her. “No,” she protested. “Our people need ye, not me. I’m not the Hammerhold⁠—”

“An’ nor am I,” Grarfath announced in their native tongue, lending power to his deep voice. “I am not the Hammerhold!” he declared, turning to project dwarven words beyond the clearing. “I am not Duun o’ old! I am no warrior! I see things as any common dwarf does! I see what we need because I yearn for it jus’ like all o’ ye! An’ I will fight for it jus’ like all o’ ye need to fight for it! We can’t keep lookin’ to a legend to save us! No one dwarf is goin’ to forge our future!”

The smith grabbed Yamnomora’s wrist and fired it into the air, The Anther in her hand. “We are the Hammerhold! Ye are the Hammerhold!” he blared, pointing at the crowds. “That power belongs to all o’ us! It’s our birthright! I am leavin’ with the Dragonlord, but The Anther stays with its people!”

There were murmurs of protests but, so many were caught in terror while the two dragons continued to square off.

“I will return!” the smith promised, his gaze falling on Yamnomora. “I will return,” he said again, for her alone.

She grabbed his hand, preventing him from following Baelon at the last moment. Yamnomora hadn’t pleaded for anything since her days and nights in Skaramangian captivity, and even then she had gone from pleading for mercy to death, but she looked at Grarfath now with desperation in her eyes. She was to kill, not lead. The smith, on the other hand, had proved himself to be so much more than she could ever have imagined.

Grarfath pulled away.

Baelon paused, eyeing The Anther in Yamnomora’s possession. “Do keep it safe. I will have need of it before the end. Kassanda, Garganafan, it’s always a pleasure.” The Dragonlord went out of his way to pick Kitrana up by the arm and guide her towards Kalaghan.

“Oi!” Yamnomora yelled. “She stays!”

“I think not,” Baelon countered. “Negotiations have concluded. Unless you have something else to bargain with…” His eyes fell on the hammer, to which Yamnomora backed off, defeated.

They could do nothing but watch as the three ascended Kalaghan’s back, where Baelon fastened Grarfath and Kitrana to one of the spinal horns with a length of rope. The final insult came as the honey-coloured dragon batted its wings and took off. Besides the debris that was lifted into the air and scattered in every direction, The Dancing Sword of the Dawn was also lifted, though not by the force of dragon wings.

Yamnomora bellowed and waved The Anther high over her head, but there was little she could have done to stop the giant claw that scooped Slait up, folding him into an unbreakable embrace.

“He’s my prisoner, ye kud!”

Kassanda placed a hand on the dwarf’s shoulder, calling for calm. “It is done,” she said in the tongue of the stone bones, her dark eyes tracing Kalaghan’s ascension. “It is done…”


18
THE VAULT


18 Years Ago…

Deep into hours of much-needed slumber, Daijen Saeth wandered through the halls of his mind, his memories waiting behind countless doors. He ignored them all, reaching beyond the horizon of his own life to look upon those of another.

Ahnir’s life had stretched considerably further than his own, offering the Vahlken a vast network of doors that could never truly be explored, even with the centuries of life Daijen had left. Of it all, however, there was one memory in particular that he wished to observe.

As he had so many times over the years, the Vahlken conjured that door into being so he might walk through it. Like all of the Golem’s memories, the door in question was, in fact, a large set and jet black, unlike the singular arching door of his own memories. Daijen recognised both, of course, the latter being the same doors found in Ka’vairn, while Ahnir’s black iron doors were from the depths of Azad-guul.

It was that dark cavernous palace that the Vahlken wished to enter now. He placed both hands against the cool iron and hesitated. It had been years since he had tried to glean anything from Ahnir’s past, the wretched memories forever crystallised in his mind.

To wander there was to court ruin. So much of Skara was laced into the very fibre of his Golems. Daijen was prey to his unassailable will, his mind pressured by the sheer weight of so much memory.

But he had to try.

The doors creaked as he passed over the threshold and stepped into The Dark One’s laboratory, in the shadowed pits of Azad-guul. The memory was just as he had left it, every piece frozen in time. Though he couldn’t hear the flickering fires, the large chamber was illuminated by a series of great forges and torches fixed to the walls.

He couldn’t smell it yet, but he remembered well the nauseating stench of blood that permeated the lab. From where he stood, he spied six people, men and women, hanging upside down, their naked bodies strapped to wooden Xs while they were exsanguinated. They were but one ghoulish aspect of Skara’s work, his many benches topped with inexplicable experiments that often involved body parts or strange specimens.

And they were, all of them, overshadowed by the event taking place in the heart of the chamber. By will alone, Daijen had the memory play out as he had seen it so long ago, after awaking in the halls of Ka’vairn before it was besieged.

A human male was dragged into the chamber by two Skaramangian adepts and unceremoniously dropped at The Dark One’s feet. So too did the towering Ahnir stand over the prisoner, a sightless sentinel that stole the courage of all who looked upon it.

Skara went on, as Daijen had previously seen, to inspect the man’s body, including his gums and teeth.

“Yes,” The Dark One hissed, hidden within the folds of his black robes and hood. “Very good. This one will do.”

The adepts grappled with the young man, overpowering him until he was held firm in their grip. One of them yanked his head back by a fistful of hair, forcing him to look up at Ahnir.

The Golem pricked its wrist with a sharp obsidian nail and held the wound over the man’s upturned face.

“Yes.” There was a smile in The Dark One’s voice as the Golem’s viscid blood splattered onto the man’s face, the multi-coloured liquid spilling into his open mouth.

“That should be more than enough,” Skara decreed. “Release him.”

The guards threw the man down and retraced their steps into shadow. Daijen watched intently, hoping against the odds that it would be different this time.

The prisoner screamed in agony and thrashed on the wet floor, his muscles spasming and his veins bulging while he clawed at his bare chest.

“Don’t fight it,” Skara advised, though it seemed unlikely the man could hear anything through the pain he was experiencing. “Embrace it. You are to be the future. Yes…”

“He’s dying,” the woman beside him observed—his apprentice at the time.

“A part of him must die,” The Dark One told her. “The life that follows will be beautiful.”

The apprentice looked at her master. “Beautiful? How is he to strike fear into the hearts of men?”

Skara was amused. “If there’s one thing I learned destroying the wretched Barad-Agin and his works, it’s that one should always have a contingency plan.”

Daijen stepped closer to the spectacle, desperate to see what happened next. As with every time before, however, it was at this depth in Ahnir’s memories that The Dark One dug in his nails.

From nowhere, Skara’s hot breath was on Daijen’s neck, steadily rising to his right ear. “You need to kill them, Daijen,” he whispered seductively. “They wield what is mine. Aphrandhor’s throat would split like parchment. The dwarves would offer you much needed sport. You could toy with them for a while. Let them see your true self.” Without moving, The Dark One was suddenly on the other side of him. “Only through me can you realise your true potential. Only through me, Daijen, will you ever find significance.”

“No!” Daijen protested, stepping back and hurtling himself from the memory—the truth of it yet to be gleaned.

Awake, his icy blue eyes took in the makeshift camp they had built on the edge of the ruins, where there was enough of a roof to shelter them from the rain. He lay there an extra moment and sighed while he reflected on his latest efforts.

Skara’s voice lingered in his ear as he looked over his companions. He envisioned murdering each of them as The Dark One desired. Three times did he repeat his mantra of old, and three times did he feel the enemy’s presence fade in his mind.

Picking himself up, he noticed their fire remained healthy thanks to The Green Leaf’s magic, the heat of it helping to carry the scent of sausages thanks to Yamnomora’s cooking. Brief exchanges were passed between them all, including Mordrith, who woke up only seconds after Daijen did. While the dwarf acclimatised to her surroundings, the Vahlken walked out to greet the morning air.

The storm had passed without leaving a trace, the island now resting under a clear blue sky. The vista was made all the more beautiful when an Aegre topped the distant trees and soared over Carstane. Valyra squawked, her voice magnitudes beyond anything an actual eagle could manage. The sound carried, of course, and brought the others into the light of day.

“Valyra,” Aphrandhor said affectionately.

The Aegre banked and flew towards them, her powerful wings closing the gap in seconds until they buffeted the companions. Daijen suspected the display she put on was deliberate as she fanned her wings out wide and kept her front talons high in the air. Her long tail whipped and coiled behind her before she settled on all four talons. Finally, with the group reflected in her large yellow eyes, she snapped her beak of plated steel, her horns dull by comparison.

Despite any familiarity, the trio knew better than to approach the Aegre—she was not a pet to be doted on but a predator who would kill indiscriminately if offended.

“She’s a few new scars, eh?” Yamnomora remarked.

“Don’t we all,” Mordrith replied dryly. “Ye’re a sight for sore eyes, Valyra,” she called up to the Aegre. “I’m sorry ye’ve only this one for company an’ all.”

The quip brought a rare smile to Daijen’s face—how long had it been since another made him smile? Valyra would always warm his heart and stopped him from experiencing true isolation, but there was nothing quite like the wit of another person. And dwarves were wonderfully dry, a characteristic he most appreciated.

“There must be something on this island you can eat,” Daijen said, one hand reaching up to touch the feathers behind her beak. “Hunt, old friend.”

Valyra’s throat reverberated with what Daijen knew to be a protest.

“Easy,” he said soothingly, placing his other hand on her beak. “Our foes lie dead. We are safe here.”

The Aegre squawked one more time—a deafening pitch of defiance—before beating her wings and taking flight. She didn’t fly far, ascending the rise in the hill until she was able to perch upon one of the broken minarets, where she could keep watch.

“Stubborn old bird,” Daijen muttered under his breath.

“Right,” Mordrith announced, The Anther coming up to rest on her shoulder. “Let’s be on with it then.”

Yamnomora groaned. “Me sausages won’t be nearly burnt enough…”
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Returned to the darkness inside the great hill, Daijen led the way, his eyes drinking in the details only seen in torchlight by the others. They soon caught up with him, however, their accompanying flames bringing an end to his night vision.

Yamnomora frowned at the sausage in her hand. “Might as well ’ave eaten it raw,” she grumbled, before chomping it down in one bite.

Daijen stifled his laugh and gestured at the chamber ahead. “It looks like they were camped in there.”

Aphrandhor slipped past Mordrith and the torch she was holding to point his staff through the empty archway. A globule of light shot from the end and pierced the shadows of the other room, revealing what Daijen had seen before the flames interfered with his vision.

Behind the wizard, they pressed on, their presence causing the ball of stark white light to rise towards the ceiling. A mere glance informed them it wasn’t just a campsite—they were living quarters.

“Aphrandhor,” Daijen beckoned softly, so that the wizard alone moved to join him.

“You have found something?” The Green Leaf assumed.

Daijen paused, having not anticipated the question. “No,” he replied, before changing the subject completely. “You have used the vambrace many times,” he stated, glancing at the wizard’s right arm.

Looking somewhat surprised, Aphrandhor nodded along. “That I have.”

“Have you ever walked through a memory and…” The Vahlken took a moment to consider how best to form his question. “Have you ever been cast out of a memory by someone or something inside the memory?”

The wizard frowned at the idea of it. “Impossible,” he stated, as they continued to wander the dark halls. “There is nothing alive inside a memory. You merely observe the past, and what was cannot interact with what is. You have experienced this?”

Daijen hesitated, uneasy sharing anything from his time using the vambrace. “Yes. There is one memory in particular. I can only observe it to a point before I am… thrown out.”

“That simply cannot be.” The Green Leaf paused, searching, perhaps, for a way to explain the mechanics of the vambrace. “There are a few things to remember. Firstly, you are a Vahlken. Your mind is something of a steel trap when it comes to memories. You have perfect recall.

“Secondly, whatever you saw when you touched Ahnir’s bone—however much you saw—I imagine your mind has captured it all, even if you haven’t consciously processed it all. The same cannot be said of me. As a human, I can only see what I see when I’m actively using the bracer. My mind would collapse on itself were I to take on every memory.

“Thirdly,” he went on, “as I have told you before, you should be able to walk through the memories as a god might walk through time. You should be able to pause the memory, move it forwards, backwards, even slow it down. Anything you see has already happened—it cannot interact with you.”

“Then how can a memory reject me?”

Aphrandhor smiled knowingly. “The memory isn’t rejecting you. You are rejecting the memory.”

Now Daijen frowned. “I don’t understand,” he admitted.

“Ahnir’s memories are yours—all of them. Just because you haven’t consciously viewed them all doesn’t mean you don’t know about them all. Whatever this memory is, you already know what you’re going to see. It seems your subconscious is trying to protect you from something, something you don’t really want to see. Or, perhaps, it is something you do not wish to accept.”

Daijen acknowledged the wizard’s advice, aware that he would need some time to fully grasp it.

“Either way,” The Green Leaf said lastly, “whatever it is that’s stopping you, just remember—you are in control. Do not be ruled by your fears, and you will see as much.”

The Vahlken bowed his head. “Thank you.”

More chambers spiralled off from that central one, with many appearing to have been reconfigured over the years to accommodate the Skaramangian inhabitants. Many had erected privacy shields of some kind, be it draped materials or simply boards of wood to give their sleeping area some borders. There was evidence of half-eaten food, meals that had likely been abandoned when Aphrandhor and the dwarves arrived. Personal items were littered around beds and spilling out of chests and boxes.

Daijen glanced through another doorway and spotted a large communal table and a kitchen in the corner. It humanised his enemy for a moment, reminding him that the majority of Skaramangians, human or Andaren, had been just as duped as everyone else. There were no gods set to return and grant them lordship over the earth or bestow immortality upon them. Nor would the loyal dead be resurrected after the fact, as the archivist had believed.

There was only him, The Dark One, and the plague of death he brought with him.

Naivety, desperation, gullibility, greed even. Whatever their reasons for joining the Skaramangian cause, they were the tools of real evil. So long as they bore his mark, they would be the Vahlken’s enemy.

Doing his best now to ignore the signs of ordinary life, Daijen peeled away from the group and explored the chambers beyond. After passing through four more rooms, all of which were shot through by a single streak of white light thanks to the wizard’s orb, he arrived at the end in relative gloom.

But it was not the end, only the doors on the far side had been blocked by a single plank of wood nailed into the framework. The Vahlken’s interest was immediately piqued.

He crossed the chamber in a handful of strides and gripped the piece of wood in both hands. He ripped it off easily enough and tossed the plank aside, gaining the trio’s attention. They were already closing the gap, and The Green Leaf’s orb with them, when Daijen pulled both doors open.

The Vahlken stopped upon the threshold, his gaze slowly rising.

“What’s this abou’?” Yamnomora had arrived by his side, one of her large axes in hand while the other rested on her back.

Daijen gave the empty antechamber no more than a glance before he focused on a tall set of double doors set into the far wall. There was little to see of the doors, however, the way blocked by just about everything. Indeed, it was hard to quantify and identify the items and broken pieces of furniture that had been piled haphazardly across the doors. So too had they been stacked high, almost reaching the very top of the ornate doors.

“Clearly they weren’t meant to go any further,” Aphrandhor deduced.

Daijen disagreed. “A single plank of wood is enough to enforce that,” he replied, looking back at the one he had torn away. “You don’t go to all this effort to stop people from entering.”

Mordrith stepped forwards. “Ye do it to stop somethin’ from gettin’ out,” she said gravely.

The Vahlken shared a knowing look with the dwarf—she was right, of course. The Skaramangians had built a makeshift barricade using anything and everything they could carry. There was even a pair of thick wooden beams in the middle of it all, propped against the doors. It had all been done in a hurry, and likely out of fear.

“Well,” the wizard voiced, “that would seem reason enough to leave it alone, eh?”

As one, Daijen and the dwarves looked at the man.

“Oh, all right,” Aphrandhor relented, a fiendish smile cutting through his facade of apprehension. “Let’s take a look!”

Piece by piece, the barricade was dismantled by the group and piled up to one side—a loud and arduous task—before Daijen and Yamnomora worked together to remove the large wooden posts. Finally, a rotting drawbar was lifted away and discarded, allowing the Vahlken to pull open both doors. They creaked and groaned, a monster having its jaws prised apart.

The Green Leaf regarded the floating orb above them and used his staff to guide it into the chamber beyond. Daijen’s eyes fluctuated, adjusting again and again to the stark light and equally stark shadows as the orb pressed on. Still, it only took him a second to spot the skeleton sprawled across the floor, the bones partially concealed by tattered and decaying clothes. The stone around it was stained near-black by the blood that had once, long ago, flowed from the body.

The Vahlken moved to crouch beside it. His mind had been trained to investigate, to see the detail and the big picture simultaneously.

“He was running for the door,” he uttered, glancing up at the entrance. “They must have shut them before he could… Before something killed him.”

“Something?” Aphrandhor queried. “Not someone?”

Daijen gestured to areas of clothing where the material had been shredded. “This was not the work of steel. Nor was this,” he added, pointing specifically at the indentations left in so many of the bones.

The wizard raised an eyebrow. “Are those bite marks?”

“Well, it’s slim pickin’s down ’ere,” Yamnomora commented. “An’ by the looks o’ ’im, it’s been an age since he was killed. Surely anythin’ that was in ’ere died long ago.”

Daijen stood up and drew his scimitar. “Surely,” he echoed, pessimistically.

It wasn’t long before they came across another dead body, though the two halves of the skeleton were on opposing sides of the room. The chamber itself was much like those they had already seen on the other side of the barricade, only there had once been greater attention given to the walls. Everywhere Daijen looked, he noted murals and relief carved from the stone to create large tapestries, with some even coiling around the pillars.

“Fascinating,” The Green Leaf muttered. He was examining one of the walls, his free hand gliding over the runes pressed into the rock.

“What is it?” the Vahlken asked, stepping over the broken legs to reach the man.

“I think this is a depiction of a Dark One, though the language is certainly that of the old speech—it would take me weeks to translate and even then only a portion.”

Daijen scrutinised the mural, noting the large monster plunging into the sea, and with dragons at its back. The beast had four squat legs and a jaw that flowered into a mouth of sharp teeth, while its rear half looked to be a mass of clawed tentacles.

“This could have been a place of worship for the Skaramangians,” Aphrandhor theorised. “Somewhere for them to pledge themselves to the Dark Ones, perhaps.”

He couldn’t have been more wrong.

Unlike The Green Leaf, Daijen could read that most ancient of languages and knew exactly what he was looking at. A Leviathan. According to the words that framed the mural, it was the Last Son of Barad-Agin. All but one, it seemed, had been slain by Skara Pendain and his Riders.

Before he could dwell on the idea that there might be a living Leviathan out in the world somewhere, lurking beneath the waves, the Vahlken concealed his relief. For more than twenty years, since he first translated the earliest of entries in the emperor’s journal, he had sought out something, anything, of the Amon-Agin, the heirs of The First Wizard who had planted that black seed in Skara’s soul. At last, he was standing on their ground.

He regarded the Leviathan again, wondering if Aphrandhor was, in some way, correct—did the Amon-Agin worship the thing? There was nothing to suggest that they did, the mural worded how one might expect to hear of a myth or a legend. Daijen stepped back and narrowed his gaze on the next wall along and the one after that. It was a chronicle. The Heirs had used the island’s stone to story their lord’s accomplishments.

“Here’s another one,” Mordrith announced from the other side.

Daijen wanted to move along the wall and learn all that he could, but he couldn’t look to be reading the ancient language. Instead, he employed patience and accompanied the wizard to join the dwarves. He noted on the way, as he had with the first skeleton, that the second victim had also fallen to something with fangs and claws, the bones mangled and out of place.

“Do ye reckon this is accurate?” the old miner asked, blockish brow frowning at the mural. “Is this what the Talakin looked like?”

“Ugly kuds,” Yamnomora remarked.

The Vahlken said nothing, and his companions couldn’t hear his grip tightening around the hilt of his scimitar. While it was only stone that he looked upon, Daijen felt a shadow move inside his mind, as if Ahnir was stirring. Barad-Agin had been before the Golem’s birth, but it had so much of Skara in its black heart that the creature knew The Deceiver when faced by his image—monstrous as it was.

Aphrandhor squinted at the mural, his head tilted. “Is that a spider?”

Set inside a triangle—a possible representation of Azad-guul by Daijen’s reckoning, the pyramid having belonged to Barad-Agin before Skara claimed it—the spider could only be seen in the eight legs and bulbous body. Where the arachnid’s head should have been was the torso and head of a man, arms and all, though they looked grotesquely out of proportion.

It was nothing like what Daijen might have imagined of Skara’s ancient master, The Blood-drinker. Had he truly looked as the mural depicted, or was it a misinterpretation of fact? He thought of the nightmarish experiments he had witnessed wandering through Ahnir’s memories, experiments Skara had adopted from Barad-Agin, and knew it wouldn’t be a massive leap to assume man and beast had been brought together in some way.

The engraved inscription confirmed the truth either way. Barad-Agin, it read, the king of worlds.

“Each one is an abomination,” Mordrith stated, looking back at the Leviathan on the far wall.

“More reason to stop these fools before they find a way to bring them back,” the wizard replied.

Daijen remained quiet, his gaze fixed on Barad-Agin’s wretched form. The omission weighed on him. They were fighting the right enemy, just not the right way.

Yamnomora turned her head towards the shadowed arch that lay further ahead. She sniffed the air.

“What is it?” the Vahlken asked, his heightened senses struggling to pick out much beyond the musty decay that clung to everything.

“I can smell steel,” the dwarf answered. “An’ somethin’ else,” she admitted.

Mordrith stepped away from the mural and sniffed the stale air. “Copper,” she stated confidently.

The Green Leaf cautiously led the way, his staff bringing the orb along by an unseen tether. The floor on the other side of the archway came into view and with it a handful of corpses, skeletons all. Mordrith added light from her torch, and soon the chamber took shape, revealing a semi-circular room supported by four pillars. The ceiling that hung over them was a repeating pattern of inverted pyramids that reminded Daijen of teeth, as if he had stepped into the jaws of some great beast.

“What happened here?” The Green Leaf breathed, his eyes roaming over the dead.

Daijen paused by the first pillar he passed, his investigator’s eye scanning the skeleton that sat against its base. The head was on the floor beside the body, but it was the pillar itself that captured his attention. There was a clear groove in the stone, a straight line at around neck height, the area stained with a splash of black. He ran one finger through the groove, imagining the blade that had cut through the man’s neck and marked the pillar.

No monster had made such a mark.

He counted four more bodies in total, though their remains suggested a combination of blade and beast had spelled their doom. Daijen had to wonder if they had been Skaramangians or Heirs of Agin, the two cults having killed plenty of each other in eons past.

“What in the name o’ the old gods is this?” Yamnomora was standing a littler further into the room, her neck craned.

Mordrith joined her and held her torch high as Aphrandhor brought the orb lower. It was the focal point of the chamber, that which the walls curved around, and it was almost as high as the walls were tall. While Daijen knew immediately that he was looking at a circular door of stone and iron, it was the enormous sigil moulded from the iron that enthralled him as it did the others.

“Ye ever seen that before?” Mordrith asked without taking her eyes off it.

The wizard shook his head. “Never,” he confessed.

“What is it?” Yamnomora asked.

Daijen looked upon the monstrous spider and its many legs before he found the eye situated in the middle of its body. It was just as he had seen a thousand times before in the emperor’s journal. The sigil of Barad-Agin. The banner of death that preceded Skara’s.

“Is that even Skaramangian?” Mordrith queried.

“Weren’t you raised as one?” The Green Leaf countered.

“Aye, but as no more than a grunt fed on lies. I never saw anythin’ like that.”

“If it is Skaramangian,” Yamnomora posed, “they’ve gone to lengths to keep it hidden.”

A moment later and Daijen realised the trio were looking at him, waiting, perhaps, for his input. “It’s a door,” he pointed out, skirting around the subject. “And it’s open,” he added ominously, noting the black crescent that curved around the right-hand side of the circular door.

“The smell’s comin’ from inside,” Mordrith reported, The Anther coming to rest in both hands.

Daijen stepped close enough to touch the mighty door, where he could see just how thick it was. It reminded him of the heavy circular door buried in the depths of Ka’vairn, where the Vahlken had long kept the pits of Handuin from prying eyes.

“It’s a vault,” he guessed, looking back at the others. “You don’t put something down here unless you want to hide it.”

“A Skaramangian vault?” Aphrandhor couldn’t hide his anticipation.

Once again, Daijen and Yamnomora put their strength to good use and pulled on the iron bar that served as a handle. Seeing that it reached across the length of the door, it must have once taken a team of men to open and close it. Heavy as it was, they only levered it until the gap was wide enough for a person to walk through—a person with broad dwarven shoulders.

Again, The Green Leaf guided the bright orb from one chamber to another, banishing the shadows inside the vault. Daijen was the last to enter behind the dwarves, his scimitar still in hand.

The chamber itself was unusual, its rounded walls and domed ceiling made in such a way that there was no flat surface beyond the individual pentagonal slabs of stone. They protruded from the vault’s surroundings at varying angles and different lengths, with some sticking out further than others. The Vahlken’s keen eyes discovered the many glyphs that had been chiseled into the straight edges of every pentagon.

Though it felt important to Daijen, the strange walls and ceiling were a minor detail when compared to the vault’s actual contents.

Yamnomora whistled. “Would ye look at all this.”

Much like the barricade, the vault was stacked haphazardly with chests and barrels, all overflowing with coins and piles of gems in between. Adding to the haul, Daijen spotted trinkets of gold and silver while diamonds sparkled under the wizard’s light. And that was not all. Standing here and there were armoured suits and various weapons, gleaming all, as if they were immune to the bite of time. Collectively, they concealed the floor entirely, creating a hard carpet of treasure.

Daijen, of course, was drawn to the parchments and scrolls he could see in one of the corners, seemingly abandoned without care as everything else had been. The knowledge they potentially contained was worth more than all the treasure combined.

Mordrith crouched and scooped up a handful of copper coins. She let them slip through her fingers until she could examine just the one.

“I’ve seen every type o’ coin from Andara to Erador. This don’ belong to either.”

“Indeed,” the wizard agreed, analysing one himself. “These coins predate, well… everything.”

Daijen held one between finger and thumb, the coin tilted up towards the light. A crude image had been etched into the copper—a king by the look of the crown atop his head. It was, the Vahlken suspected, from the earliest days after Barad-Agin was defeated, when Skara used his new-found power as a Dragon Rider to install kings across the realm.

“The Skaramangian order clearly goes back further than we know,” he said, keeping his allies on the intended path. “They shaped history, after all.”

The Green Leaf appeared troubled. “Possibly. Though I see no reason to maintain a presence on the island. They hoard a treasure but stop even themselves from using it. The temple on Nareene was obviously some kind of shrine to the Dark Ones,” he went on, referring to Azad-guul, “yet it had no treasure to speak of, and still they guarded it well. We faced fewer than twenty Skaramangians taking Carstane.”

They’re safeguarding the remnants of an old enemy. Those words almost left Daijen’s lips.

Yamnomora kicked one of the piles, sending coins cascading to the floor. “Most o’ this useless, but the gems an’ such could be o’ use. There’s enough ’ere to buy supplies for years, new weapons too. The old gods know me girls could do with the work o’ a good smith.”

Mordrith sighed wistfully. “Perhaps even a hot meal prepared by anyone but ye.”

“Oh! There’s nothin’ wrong with me cookin’!”

“There’s nothin’ right with yer cookin’,” Mordrith quipped under her breath.

Aphrandhor pushed back his green hood, eyes glistening in the light. “What is that?”

The wizard was already navigating the scattered chests and piles of coins as he crossed the vault to reach the back wall. There, resting perfectly upright between the protrusions of pentagonal stones, was a sword.

Being a Vahlken, Daijen’s interest was always piqued by a weapon—his life moulded around such things. It was certainly a sight to behold. Like everything else in the vault, it had somehow remained beyond the reach of time, the double-bladed steel as bright as the day it was forged. So too was its cross-guard in shining condition, the brushed steel slightly curved at the tips. While a shade darker, the green leather of its hilt was a close match to Aphrandhor’s favoured robes. Finally, it ended with a disc-shaped pommel, its concave face a faded tint of copper, in which Barad-Agin’s sigil had been ever so lightly etched.

“Beautiful,” whispered the wizard, enchanted.

Daijen’s gut instinct was a fraction of a second too late, the sword claimed in a single hand by The Green Leaf. The man, and still young by the Vahlken’s reckoning, held it aloft for no more than a heartbeat before his wonderment died. Every rune lining the pentagons had come alive, their grooves alight with a purple hue.

“What’s this abou’?” Yamnomora growled.

The protruding stones began to move, each one sliding in and out of place in a seemingly random order.

“Get out!” Daijen yelled over the sound of grinding stone.

One after the other, the companions rushed through the gap and the glowing orb with them, leaving the vault in a purple haze. Daijen called for Yamnomora and Mordrith to help him shut the heavy door, but The Green Leaf hissed, turning their attention to the chamber behind them.

“Look!”

The trio ceased their labour and watched as a number of circles revealed themselves in the floor, all of them ringed with the same runes of bright purple.

Mordrith brought The Anther to bear, its own glyphs alight with blue while it was in the presence of Aphrandhor’s vambrace. “What magic is this, Wizard?”

The Green Leaf hefted his new sword and braced his staff against the floor. “None that I have ever seen.”

The dark stone inside each of the circles disappeared, as if an impenetrable abyss had replaced it, absorbing all the light from the wizard’s orb. Daijen raised his scimitar, the curved blade held horizontally beside his cheek. Cautious were his steps as he approached the nearest phenomenon. The temperature, he noted curiously, dropped steadily the closer he got.

He peered down from the very edge, his boot an inch from the ring of purple glyphs. It was pure nothingness, a void in the world.

The truth of it dawned on Daijen Saeth, though only a moment before a monstrous hand shot out of the darkness.
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PAIN AND VENGEANCE


Blinding was the awesome power of Dawnbreaker. The steel burned bright from guard to tip, the fine shards and glyphs that lined the blade emitting so much light as to mimic the sun.

Skara’s will was enough to calm the sword, dimming the effect, and returning the foul chamber to all its gruesome detail. At the top of Azad-guul, the towering walls sloped up into the pyramid’s pointed apex, each supported by a series of pillars. From behind one of those pillars there emerged the monster himself, The Deceiver, Earth-breaker, Blood-drinker.

Barad-Agin, Verda’s first wizard.

What a horror he had become. He had rotted from the inside out, a fact that was truly evident by his wretched appearance. On eight arachnid legs he clambered down from the shadows, his spider-like body partially concealed by the tattered robes and hood that tried to blend in with his dark carapace.

The only thing left of the man rose up from the head of the body, where a humanoid torso and unnaturally long arms protruded. From within the shadows of his hood, four black orbs reflected some of the light from Skara’s blade.

It wasn’t real, he knew. Such clarity, however, was fleeting, leaving him to play through the memory, moving and speaking just as he did so long ago.

“This is Dawnbreaker,” the Dragon Rider declared, the sword gripped firmly in one hand while the other held fast to The Anther. “I didn’t have a chance to introduce you to each other the last time we quarrelled.”

Those four fiendish eyes blinked as one. “Your understanding of magic has deepened since the days you called me master. A pity you have used it to sow chaos.”

Terrible was the wrath rising in Skara, as if he might bellow fire as Malliath did. “You are blinded by the power you have amassed. The chaos that wracks our world was ushered in by you. By your thirst for dominion.”

“Of course you don’t understand,” Barad-Agin rasped. “That’s why you abandoned me, why you rebelled against me. To think you had such potential. Your harmony with magic made you the greatest of my apprentices. But your naivety made you the very worst of them.”

“You see sense in it, do you?” Skara spat, his knuckles paling. “You see the justice in murdering thousands? Tell me, what didn’t I understand about you butchering my family? How did that serve the great plan? Did my children’s screams bring the peace you thought it would? Did spilling my wife’s blood build the paradise you’ve dreamed of?”

With frightening speed, The Deceiver dashed forwards on all eight tapping legs to stand over Skara. “The violence and death that has rippled across our fair realm can be laid at your feet, Dragon Rider. There is only war because you instigate it at every turn. Had you let me build my paradise, you and your family would be living in it by now. That’s all I’ve ever tried to do. Do you think peace and security just happen? I have seen what happens when the world is left to get on with it. When it’s left to the murderers and the rapists to crown themselves kings. That’s a world where the weak become no more than things.” The stench of him increased in potency as his mutated face descended towards Skara. “Without fear, there is only suffering.”

The Rider raised his chin in defiance. “I am not afraid of you.”

The vile wizard’s head tilted to one side. “And how you have suffered for it.”

The fire within Skara demanded out, and he whipped Dawnbreaker round and up until the edge was resting at Barad-Agin’s throat. It was a ragged and dangerously loose thread of reason that stopped him from running the beast through with the mighty weapon. Dawnbreaker would disintegrate The Blood-drinker, leaving naught but ash. If the raging battle outside those walls was to come to an end and the Free Peoples of Verda find real peace, they needed to know that the spider demon was dead.

For that, he would need a broken corpse, not a handful of ash.

A sharp smile split Barad-Agin’s face, offering a flash of fangs. “You will see the truth of it soon enough, my old friend. As you say, I am defeated. Whether you want it or not, the Free Peoples of Verda will thrust you upon the throne. Then you will see. Then you will understand. The only thing they need saving from is themselves. You can’t do that with freedom. You need monsters. You need darkness. Magic can offer you that and so much more.” A rasping chuckle was choked from inside the stained hood. “Your time will come.”

Skara drove Dawnbreaker into the stone beside him, The Anther now pressed between calloused hands. “Your time is at an end.”

Wielding the same weapon he had used to score a hole through Agannon’s skull, the most colossal and destructive of all the Leviathans, Skara Pendain heaved The Anther in two hands. Barad-Agin’s new body was fast, dashing backwards, just as the Rider knew he would.

Two flashes occurred at simultaneously as Skara ported above and behind the wretch. The Dragon Rider landed atop that spidery body with a hammering blow that bowed all eight legs and tore a howl from Barad-Agin’s lips. A second swing clipped his humanoid shoulder, and a third thundered into what remained of his original spine.

The Earth-breaker crumpled under the pain of it, and Skara was thrown into one of the pillars. He was not to be stopped, however, his vengeance a relentless master that never ceased to whip him onwards. The Rider found his feet, The Anther scraping across the stone floor with him. A powerful leg shot out and slammed into his golden cuirass, denting the armour as well as launching Skara across the chamber. Numerous glass vials, toxic potions, and alchemical equipment were shattered, spilled, and destroyed as he struck the poor soul who had been fastened to a large X, her body massacred by the wizard’s foul experiments.

Bleeding from more wounds than he cared to count, The Pendain picked himself up, his features illuminated by the blue glow of The Anther’s many runes. He spat a mouthful of blood on the floor, watching his nemesis rise on eight obsidian legs. This was to be the day. Everything had transpired to bring them both to that very moment.

Barad-Agin screeched, his jaw extending beyond the normal limits, as he scuttled sideways at speed. One elongated arm lashed out, flipping one of his work benches with terrible strength. Hurled towards Skara, the Rider could do naught but raise a closed fist and hope his shield was constructed in time.

Blasted from his feet, Skara realised all too late that, while his shield had prevented the work bench from slamming into him, the concoction of chemicals and potions caught in its wake were highly volatile. Colliding against his magic in an array of splintered wood, they exploded, overpowering his shield in a blinding flash of light.

He could only have been blacked out for a few seconds, but it was more than enough time for The Deceiver to reach him. Ensnared by a large taloned hand, Skara was hoisted from the cold floor and pinned to the wall.

“I wonder,” Barad-Agin hissed. “Will The Drakalis feel your death from so far away? Does he know you struggle even now?” The First Wizard brought his monstrous face that much closer. “You will watch me peel the scales from his flesh.”

Skara reached out for that place in his mind where Malliath was always waiting for him, but all he discovered was the dragon’s absence. Hundreds of miles south, in Andara’s sun-baked lands, The Drakalis stalked the last of Barad-Agin’s Leviathans, ensuring the beast was not present for the final assault on Azad-guul. The plan had worked, of course, though Skara would have liked his immortal companion to be present for his victory.

For his vengeance.

The Dragon Rider shot out his hand and unleashed a flash so bright it burned Barad-Agin’s face. The fiend cried out and released Skara as he staggered through the debris and into a pillar. Still, the wizard swept his hand blindly through the air, retaliating with magic of his own. The hail of icy spears ran across the floor and wall, each a promise of death. Having sensed such a wild attack, however, Skara had been wise enough to pick up The Anther and port aside, evading the freezing missiles by inches.

Stumbling through his own work, Barad-Agin continued to moan while smoke rose from inside his hood, the flesh still burning. The thought of his pain intoxicated Skara, driving him on.

A pair of blue flashes ported the Rider twenty feet, placing him on the other side of his foe. A two-handed swing of The Anther was enough to sever one of the eight legs at the highest joint, spraying dark blood across his face and armour. Barad-Agin hissed and speared at him with his remaining legs. Skara kept on the balls of his feet and contorted his body to avoid them all, but he missed the clawing hand that swooped down, catching him across the cuirass.

Taken from his feet again, the Rider crashed into a series of hard objects that broke around him. His purple cloak frayed, singed, and poked with jagged holes, Skara Pendain called on the strength his bond with Malliath had granted him and rose once more. Everything hurt. Pain came for him from so many places he couldn’t begin to understand the level of injury he had sustained in any one area of his body.

Yet it was a fraction of the pain his family had endured at Barad-Agin’s hands. And so the Rider wouldn’t just bear it, he would welcome it. Pain was the last connection he had to those he loved, to know something of what they had experienced in their final hours.

Pain and Vengeance. They had hollowed him out.

Skara charged at his enemy, the creature having torn free his hood and cloak, so the nightmare he had become could be seen in all its hellish glory. So too was his sword revealed, freed from its place in the shadows of his cloak.

Dragon Foe.

The weapon had been forged by Barad-Agin some time during the war, its steel now drinking in the firelight, gleaming with its flashing promise of doom. The Blood-drinker had never favoured what he considered to be crude and barbaric weapons, bringing up the question as to why he would forge one to begin with. Skara wondered if his old master had come to see the symbolic power of the sword, a tool Skara and lesser heroes had used to rally nations and tribes from across the realm.

As the war dragged on, however, a great many myths and tales were woven about it, each lending their own truth to The Deceiver’s nightmarish secrets and insidious plans. Skara had heard it said the blade contained the souls of the dragons he had slain, while others attested to its double-edged purpose as a weapon and a key to something The Earth-breaker would use to win the war.

There remained another possibility, one that Skara alone had conjured and kept to himself. If he was right, and he knew Barad-Agin as well as he believed he did, then Dragon Foe wasn’t the key to some weapon—for the wretch would surely have used it before now—but was, in fact, the key to more, to his personal grimoire if not the source from which he learned of magic.

The Pendain had sought to take the sword and see the truth of it for himself, but there and then, fighting for his life and realm, he found he no longer cared. He just wanted to gut the fiend.

They clashed as man and beast, hammer, blade, and claw traded with fury. Their blood splattered across the floor and all else besides, their skin sliced, peeled, and taken away by the chunk. Bones were broken and new echelons of agony unlocked, the two having been fated to exchange their wrath since the wizard revealed his true nature.

Inevitably, Skara slipped on the blood he had spilled, putting him off balance in a moment of evasion. Barad-Agin landed the blow, striking the Rider with a ball of molten fire. Launched from the centre of the chamber, Skara tumbled endlessly over his own limbs, his cloak threatening to entangle him in flames and smoke. He was not to rest upon coming to a halt, his cuirass melting, burning his chest. He growled with pain in his desperate bid to rip it free, the latches, belts, and knots working against him. It was with the brawn of a Rider that he cleaved the two halves apart.

His bare chest was burned and smoking as the armour had been, the sting of it biting into his resolve. It was the coughing chuckle of his foe that sharpened his willpower. Had that been the last thing his wife and children had heard before he finally let them die?

With a roar Malliath would have been proud of, Skara raised The Anther over his head, the haft gripped in bloody hands. Barad-Agin grinned, stretching his mottled face and revealing his yellowed fangs.

At the last second, the Dragon Rider changed the trajectory of the hammer, bringing it round and out. When he let go of the weapon, it flew to his right rather than directly ahead, into The Blood-drinker. Striking the north wall, the magic activated according to Skara’s will and ported several tons of stone from its place in the pyramid to the open air above Barad-Agin.

With hardly a second to react, the fiend threw Dragon Foe into one of the pillars, the enchanted steel piercing the stone beside Skara’s head, before his hideous form was momentarily concealed by the cloud of dust. Skara limped towards his enemy, his gaze caught by the glistening steel of The Anther atop the debris. Only after reclaiming the weapon did he look down to see the wizard’s humanoid torso protruding from the piled stone.

“Your madness is at an end,” Skara croaked.

Barad-Agin twitched, his body too broken to resist the weight of so much stone. He was muttering something under his breath, his retort gagged by exhaustion. The Rider approached him, The Anther steadily slipping down his grip. He wanted to hear the wretch’s last words before he pulverised his skull.

“I wonder,” Skara said, echoing The Deceiver’s words back at him. “Would the all-powerful Barad-Agin plead for his life at the end?”

The wizard continued his muttering, his lips moving rapidly.

The Dragon Rider crouched, grimacing with the pain that shot through his right knee. He grabbed Barad-Agin by the back of his head, where patches of long hair still sprouted in black clumps. How many years had he dreamed of having the beast at his mercy? How many nights had he fallen asleep dreaming of the ways he would make him pay for his crimes?

All too late did he realise it wasn’t the pleas of the doomed, but the last-ditch attempt of a cornered animal. Skara saw the runes come to life around them, forming a circle around the heart of the chamber. Their purple light shone in the dark orbs of Barad-Agin’s four sable eyes. There was no time to swing The Anther and port to safety—he could only leap.

The hammer flew from his grip as his hands reached out for the touch of precious stone. The same moment his toes left the floor, everything inside the circle fell into oblivion. Barad-Agin’s maniacal laughter was sucked away with everything else, The First Wizard swallowed whole by the Shadow Realm.

Such was to be Skara’s fate, were his fingers not clamped to the edge of the portal. He could feel the cold of that other world as it tried to devour him. For the first time since entering the chamber, all of his pains and wounds were forgotten. There was just survival. His teeth clamped shut, The Pendain had only his arms to heave his entire body, for there was naught but abyss where his feet dangled.

He could only imagine Malliath urging him on, willing him to survive so they might soar together once more. Fighting his exhaustion, one arm after the other found purchase beyond the rim until he as able to swing a leg up and hook his toes. One final effort saw him roll up and over the edge, his chest heaving.

The air clapped, and the portal sealed shut, returning the stone floor to its rightful place.

There was no telling how long he remained on his back in that windowless place. Victory was an anti-climax. Vengeance was hollow. Neither succeeded in satiating his wrath or subduing his grief. The world didn’t feel like it had changed.

When he finally picked himself up, he searched out the only thing left of Barad-Agin. The severed spider leg was oily to the touch and coated with fine hairs, a foul thing. It would have to do. As for the rest of the wretch, he would have to tell the Free Peoples that the wizard had met Dawnbreaker’s deadly edge. They had to know he was dead, even though death would surely find him in the Shadow Realm.

“I want to stay,” said a young voice, turning Skara swiftly on his heel.

The Dragon Rider froze. “Joran…”

Completely out of place, Joran walked across the chamber, no more than twelve years old. His white hair and pointed ears were hidden within a green hood, his violet eyes boring into Skara.

“Why do we always have to leave?” he asked, fighting back tears.

“You know why,” Skara replied, slipping seamlessly into the memory. “No… wait. This isn’t…” His anger flared, granting him some measure of control. “I am not… Gallien Drakalis! None of this is real!”

The Dark One let loose a savage roar, the very sound of it obliterating Azad-guul and Joran with it.

The stark light of day blinded him, averting his gaze to the floor—to the deck. His senses quickly detected the sounds and smells of being at sea, and all before his fractured mind caught up with current events.

He had left Thedaria via a ship, and still in the company of The Eldan and his cleric guards. Those manning the ship had not been Skaramangians, but the captain had been in severe debt to one. He couldn’t recall how many days they had been sailing, but he knew they were heading for Harendun.

“My Lord?” came the shaky voice of his would-be apprentice.

Skara slowly looked up, noticing for the first time the copious volume of blood splattered across the top deck. From within the walls of his hood, his gaze roamed as he pivoted round and round. They were dead. Every last one of them. Dead. He had butchered the crew from aft to bow. Some looked to have defended themselves, their disfigured bodies strewn beside a sword or an axe. Some were smoking, others frozen or ripped to pieces. Some were still melting, their body dissolving and sizzling as they charred the deck.

Looking at his new hand, the obsidian claws, like the gaps between the scales, were slick with blood. He could even taste it in his mouth and reached to feel the smears across his face. He no longer sported the smuggler’s thick beard, favouring the clean jaw line he had modelled in his prime.

He located The Eldan and the cleric guards, all three of them crowded in front of the door that led to the lower decks. Three… Hadn’t there been four of them?

Skara’s eyes picked out the Andaren among the corpses—his torso at least. Trapped inside his own mind and memories, he had killed indiscriminately it seemed. Still, he would not apologise to the adepts. Gods don’t make mistakes.

The Dark One drew back his hood, lifted his head to the afternoon sky, and sighed. “It’s too much,” he muttered to himself.

“My Lord?” The Eldan repeated.

“You dredged me from memory,” Skara called out, his voice haggard. “My mind was already broken. Too many voices. Too many lives. I am stricken with madness,” he fumed, hands pressed against his temples.

The Eldan dared to step closer, leaving the facade of protection offered by the surviving three adepts. “We thought your oldest memories would destroy the lives you have lived. That you would be restored almost to the point when the Dragon Riders killed your original body. We did not anticipate such… complications.” The Andaren glanced nervously at the many dead.

“Complications?” Skara echoed incredulously. “I was eleven hundred years old when Gelakor put an axe through my chest. ELEVEN HUNDRED!” he screamed in The Eldan’s face, his blood-smeared cheeks flushing red. “You forced over a thousand years of memory to rise to the surface! And in a human mind that was already buckling under thousands of years of memories!” The Dark One reached out and clamped the Andaren’s head between his hands. “Even your mind would crumble under the weight of it all,” he hissed.

“My Lord,” The Eldan began, his voice distorted by the lack of movement in his jaw, “we will find a way⁠—”

“Bah!” Skara yelled, shoving the useless apprentice back. “I was already suffering from the same problem when I died the first time! There is only one way to order so much chaos,” he insisted, pressing one human finger into his temple. “And you almost saw to their extinction…”

After a moment’s thought, The Eldan arrived at the truth of it, though he was cut off before he could reply.

“Can you sail?” Skara asked him bluntly.

The Andaren swallowed. “No, my Lord.”

“And you?” he went on to ask, looking at the three adepts. Their collective response was no different than The Eldan’s.

Turning away from them, The Dark One was able to hide his frustration and give himself a moment to compose his emotions. The duel with Barad-Agin felt like only moments ago and not the eons that had swept over the world, his anger still spilling over the sides. He glanced at the sky, getting his bearings, before looking off into the distance. The ship had lost its north-westerly heading.

He looked at his red hand, feeling the magic it drew in from that higher plane. It was a well he hadn’t been able to tap since his time bonded to Malliath—if anything, it felt more intense, as if he could actually see the ethereal substance coalescing around his right arm. Like Demetrium, it granted him control of the spells he crafted, focusing them into constructs that obeyed his every design.

With one arm extended to bow and the other to aft, Skara willed the air to gather and build, pulling it in from across the sea. As one, the sails billowed until they were taut, and the entire ship lurched forwards. While the Andarens were staggered, The Dark One remained perfectly still, as if he stood as part of the ship itself.

Having overcome the currents, Skara then took control of the rudder beneath the waves and began to turn the ship in the right direction. He commanded his servants to dispose of the bodies, their corpses to be committed to watery graves, if only so he didn’t trip over them.

“Have you made contact with Joran yet?” he asked without looking at The Eldan.

The Andaren’s delayed response made Skara dwell on his question, where he quickly realised his mistake.

“The Vahlken, Slait,” he said, correcting himself. “Is he heading for Harendun? I need better warriors than cleric guards by my side.”

“No, my Lord,” The Eldan reported sheepishly. “He has yet to respond to his diviner.”

It was too late. He was thinking about Joran now. Where was he? Had he found a way off Nareene? Had he even survived Nareene?

Why he cared was the better question. Even as Gallien Drakalis, the boy had been adopted out of guilt and concern, not love. And whatever love had been fostered was just as meaningless as the smuggler’s existence. Gallien had been no more than an elaborate fragment of his shattered consciousness.

Skara looked out to sea, his gaze desperately trying to pierce the veil of distance, as if he might find the truth of his emotions concerning Joran Pendain.

He needn’t have looked so far for the answer, of course. Joran was his enemy, like everyone else. Unlike the rest of his enemies, however, Joran was to bring about a time of dragons.

At least that was one of his potential futures.

Either way, the multitude of destinies attached to the boy made him worthy of concern. He would either make for a valuable—if disposable—ally or a problem that required eliminating.

Whichever way the pendulum swung, Skara was confident that what awaited him in Harendun would allow him to deal with both scenarios.

He did his best to quash the part of him that dreaded the latter…
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A HERALD OF THE DEAD


18 Years Ago…

Daijen retreated before that monstrous hand could claw at his feet, its nails sharp enough to gouge grooves in the stone. The hand was followed by another, and another. The Vahlken stopped counting after the eighth hand found purchase in his world, each with six fingers, all mottled black and yellow.

“What in the hells is that?” Yamnomora cried, both of her axes in hand now.

There was no answering the dwarf, the beast a nameless creature from a world of mindless things. Inevitably, the rest of the monster followed behind its many hands, though its nightmarish body seemed lost behind numerous limbs, each appendage protruding from a random spot on its rounded torso. Indeed, its two legs ended in another pair of six-fingered hands, oily and slick.

A wet hiss burst from its enormous mouth, the maw shaped into a permanent and disturbing smile. Daijen locked eyes with the six bulbous black orbs that reflected Aphrandhor’s glowing orb. There was no intelligence behind those eyes. Only hunger.

Without warning, it barrelled towards Daijen, propelled not just by its legs but all of its hands. More of its ilk emerged from the three dark portals in the stone floor, their slitted nostrils flaring while their slimy tongues tasted the air.

They were hideous—and fast.

The Vahlken lashed out with his scimitar, but the ugly beast was not where it should have been. Heaved and pitched by so many limbs, its movements were erratic, unpredictable. The creature was able to adjust its height and position in a heartbeat, rolling it round one way then the next.

As the crack of magic erupted across the antechamber and both dwarves got stuck in, Daijen felt many hands grab at him, holding him fast so it could lurch forwards and snap at his face with that wicked smile of a mouth. Vahlken strength proved just enough to tear free one of his hands from the monster’s grip. He caught the lunging beast by the throat, preventing it from ensnaring his head in its jaws. Claws raked at him, scoring fresh lines across his tanned cuirass and a red line over his right cheek.

The pain of it only intensified Daijen’s wrath, his hand squeezing as tight as it could about the creature’s neck before driving it down to the cold floor. Pinned, its rounded head had nowhere to go when Mordrith’s hammer thundered down, not to stop until it struck the stone. Daijen managed to turn his face aside as blood and gore exploded across his face. Still, he offered the dwarf a nod of thanks before picking himself up to face yet another of the fiends.

Movement in the corner of his eye revealed a horrifying truth.

Daijen looked back at the beast Mordrith had just killed. It was getting back up, heaved on so many hands. From within the pulp and broken bones where its head had been, there emerged a new skull, fully formed with a smiling mouth of razor-sharp fangs. It raced towards the Vahlken, three of its hands always outstretched in search of him.

Only the keen eyes of another Vahlken could have seen Daijen’s scimitar flash, the steel forming a zigzag in the air. The creature recoiled, now bereft of five arms and two hands, all of which oozed blood across the floor.

Daijen gripped his scimitar in both hands, preparing to take the killing swing that he envisioned would split the monster in half. He hesitated, his attention momentarily seized by the creature’s regeneration process. For every hand and arm he severed, it appeared two more grew back in their place.

A quick glance proved that to be true of them all, especially those who faced Yamnomora and her axes. Only The Green Leaf prevailed, and only if he used a fire spell. Those he engulfed in flames stayed down, their burning bodies adding to the light in the antechamber.

“Fire!” Daijen yelled. “They can only be killed with fire!”

Aphrandhor paused, observing the truth of it while the others only helped to increase the number of limbs in the room. The wizard’s eyes lit up, an idea having flourished in his mind. At once, he brought the head of his gnarly staff to the base of his new blade and uttered words even Daijen’s ears could not hear. More fiery light was birthed inside the ruins when The Green Leaf ran his staff up the length of the sword, igniting the steel with flames.

His war cry reminded Daijen of Yamnomora—as did the wizard’s hacking style. He charged at the nearest fiend and split it open with his fiery sword, forcing a pig-like squeal from the beast. The flames soon spread across its oily body, and it was brought down in a blaze.

“Rally about him!” Daijen shouted.

Along with the dwarves, the Vahlken created a protective circle around the wizard. They defended and lashed out as needed, positioning their foes so they could briefly part and allow Aphrandhor to lunge with his deadly blade. While the monsters grew limb after limb, others died in a burning heap. It was those fiery corpses that broke their formation, forcing the companions to split up in order to navigate the licking flames.

The Green Leaf ended up fighting on the other side of the nearest portal, his new blade swinging backhand before he brought his staff to bear with a jet of fire. He hacked through one of the beasts, severing limbs that couldn’t regenerate through the flames while Yamnomora sliced through heads with her axes.

As always, she was spinning death.

Yamnomora was always quick to move on from strike to strike. Her axes chopped one after the other, filling the antechamber with shrieks of pain and anguish as the creatures tried to desperately regenerate before Aphrandhor ended them for good.

“We need to close the portals!” the wizard yelled.

Daijen dashed forwards, his powerful legs launching him several feet in a single stride. A flash of steel parted one of the fiends from three of its arms in a shrill of pain, though it quickly turned half a dozen more on the Vahlken, fingers curled to bring its claws to bear. Daijen pivoted, sweeping his scimitar around backhand. The creature made no sound at all when the curved steel split its torso in half. From each half, however, a new body was formed, creating two where there had only been one.

The Green Leaf stepped in and hurled more magic across the antechamber, the spell disturbing the air as it bent the spectrum of light. So too did it bend one of the monsters upon impact, rending its shape before throwing it into the wall at speed.

Yamnomora grunted, her body pulled down by the weight of two more beasts. While she batted one away, the other was steadily dragging her towards the nearest portal, its claws digging into her legs and hips. Daijen abandoned the monster he had inadvertently created and darted across the room, where he jumped into one of the pillars and used it to catapult him above the chaos.

His scimitar rang out as it connected with the stone floor, an edge of steel separating many hands from many arms. The fiend hissed in a spray of spit, only to be silenced when Daijen rammed his foot up into its jaw, flinging it back into the portal from whence it came. Yamnomora didn’t thank him, the dwarf having already rolled aside, reclaimed one of her axes, and buried it in the other monster’s head.

“Wizard!” she growled, flinging the beast into Aphrandhor’s path.

All too hot was the kiss of that fiery sword, its piercing touch enough to slay the beast. But The Green Leaf wasn’t done, his attention shifting dramatically to the nearest portal. The antechamber was then drowned in bright light and the wrathful sound of lightning. Daijen was so close to the spell that even his icy blue eyes of Vahlken stock struggled to compensate for the blazing flashes of light. Aphrandhor had his staff pointed down at the portal, his magic unleashed upon the unseen Shadow Realm. Daijen could only imagine how many were succumbing to the destructive spell on the other side.

It wasn’t, however, enough to break the tide that yet emerged from the other two portals.

Daijen was drawn to the vivid glyphs that burned around the edges of the portals. He had seen such a language in Ahnir’s memories and even etched into the Golem’s bones. It was a powerful speech, capable of allowing sorcerers like Skara and Barad-Agin to break through one world and into another.

“The runes!” Daijen shouted over the shrieks and hacking and hammering. “We have to break the runes!”

The Green Leaf ceased his spell and stepped back to examine the glowing ring. Daijen contorted himself in an effort to create a protective barrier between the wizard and the continued onslaught of fiends. He whipped his scimitar through a series of shapes, each slash a wound to his enemies, but he was soon forced to retrieve his atori short-sword and meet his foes with both weapons.

He gutted them. Beheaded them. Disembowelled them. Yet still they came, and with so many arms and hands their bodies could no longer be seen.

“Here!” Aphrandhor snapped.

Daijen turned just in time to see the wizard toss his flaming sword. The Vahlken dropped the atori blade and caught the new weapon easily enough, his combat style adjusting to accommodate two weapons of equal length, one of which was heavier than the other. With the lighter scimitar he sliced and lashed out to give himself some space before coming back in with the fiery broadsword. Committing the beasts to death was immensely more satisfying than simply hacking at them to no end. It also allowed him to keep the tide away from the wizard, though even with the Vahlken’s protection, Aphrandhor was still forced to defend himself when more of the creatures tried to climb out of the portal at his feet.

“It’s no use!” Aphrandhor fumed. “I’m going to have to break the stone!”

“Do it!” Yamnomora barked, her axes whistling.

In one hand, Aphrandhor raised his staff, ready to hammer the end into the stone, when another from the Shadow Realm made themselves known. The arm that surfaced from that other world was so thick the beast could invade no further than its elbow. Its sudden appearance, though, was enough to knock the wizard back, ending his attempt to close the portal.

Daijen was pivoting on one knee, his scimitar flicking up to split his enemy’s face up the middle, when he laid eyes on the arm. Well-muscled and blue, its skin was uneven and coarse all the way up to its four-fingered hand, most of which was claw. It batted the air, snatching at nothing in search of prey.

The Green Leaf was admirably quick to recover from the event, his staff raised in both hands. The entire antechamber quaked as he slammed it down. The stone cracked under his spell, mangling the ancient runes at work until their purple light flickered and died out altogether.

At once, the portal closed, and the room shook again as the colossal arm fell to one side, perfectly bisected just beneath the elbow. Blood poured out of the thick wound and with it came a new stench that assaulted Daijen’s sensitive nose.

“Do it again!” Yamnomora urged, barrelling into another fiend.

“I’ve got it!” Mordrith called back.

The dwarf swung The Anther in two hands, swatting aside one of the many-handed fiends in a spray of scarlet blood. She carved her way to the nearest portal and, again, wielded the mighty hammer in two hands. The stone was no match for her strength nor the power of The Anther, its magic porting a broken segment of the glowing ring to the other side of the chamber.

Like the other, the portal collapsed on itself, and the original floor returned, severing a plethora of limbs and even a head from those crawling out of the Shadow Realm.

That left only one, the furthest of the three that lay before the open doorway that led back into the ruins. Daijen leaped and rolled over the immense arm that had cut the antechamber into two halves. He intended to slaughter anything that came near it, allowing The Green Leaf to replicate his spell and, finally, end the threat.

The Vahlken skidded to a stop before he reached it, his body tensing into a battle stance. Another of the smiling beasts had emerged from the portal, its many arms draped over its bloated torso. It didn’t look right to Daijen’s eyes. Its shape was somehow maligned, as if it was bigger than the others of its wicked ilk.

The Vahlken soon saw the truth of it.

Something else had emerged from that last portal, its presence partially concealed by the smiling monster. So too did he realise why the beast’s arms were hanging limp, its head now lolling to one side. It was dead, its body a scorched husk. In a dark blur, the creature’s corpse was flung aside, freed from the two-pronged spear that had skewered it in the Shadow Realm.

In its place there stood a new demon.

At once, Daijen knew he wasn’t faced by another mindless monster. Besides the spear it wielded, its humanoid body was protected by plates of armour, all of which looked to have been stylised around aspects of a skeleton. Its cuirass had been moulded to mimic a set of ribs while those encasing its arms and legs were ridged as if made from bones. Two large pauldrons protected its shoulders, though they could have been a pair of metallic scapulae by their unusual shape. Hanging over the back of each was a strip of cloak that appeared to have been crafted from hundreds of small bones.

Between it all were clumps of mushrooms and fungal growth, their vines coiling around limbs and snaking into the gaps between the armour. Some of them were already split, releasing a wispy cloud of yellow spores, their ruined heads seeping black sap.

“What new devilry is this?” the wizard muttered.

The true nature of the fiend was revealed in its face, though its head was guarded by a hood of armour that had been fixed to the neck of its cuirass. Like much else about its armour, the iron hood was ridged, but it had been specifically crafted to look like rows of spinal columns.

From within the shadows of that steely hood, the creature looked at Daijen Saeth with two eyes so black they might have been a starless night. Were it not for the reflection caused by Aphrandhor’s bright orb, those eyes would have been indistinguishable from its equally obsidian skin. They were set into deep sockets, like those of a skull, on a hairless head of smooth and oily skin. There was no nose to speak of, save a pair of narrow slits that expanded to take in the Vahlken’s scent. The jaw was unnaturally elongated, creating long and prominent cheek bones that ended in a lipless mouth and a blunt chin.

It stepped forwards on bare and skeletal feet, each toe coming to an end in a sable claw that tapped the stone. Concealed within gauntlets, its hands moved the spear to lead the way, bringing it all the closer. As he would, Daijen scrutinised the weapon he was sure to face, noting the two curved blades that sat either side of the haft, now dulled by the dark blood that dripped from their edges.

The Vahlken tossed the fiery sword back to its human owner, hoping the weapon would better protect him. Not to be empty handed, Daijen retrieved his atori short-sword with the flick of his boot, the bronze blade twisted to run up the back of his forearm.

The fiend sniffed the air again. Its seemingly blank expression slowly knotted into something akin to a frown. Quite deliberately, its mouth began to part, revealing a previously unseen slit that ran up into its gaunt cheeks. There was naught but fangs inside, and all matted with old blood and debris.

“Mel-et.” The word creaked on the air, as if spoken from a corpse.

Though Yamnomora stood ready, her axes hungry for more, the dwarf frowned at her companions. “Anyone speak monster?”

“I do,” Mordrith replied, hefting The Anther—a limited but effective form of communication.

Daijen stood somewhat disarmed, taken aback by the word if not the fact that it had been spoken by a fiend from the Shadow Realm. He knew exactly what that word meant, his mind conjuring the translation from his study of Linguistics, Dialects, and Allogpraphy, its every word committed to memory until his dying breath.

The armoured demon had looked at him, inhaled his scent, and made an unsettling declaration in a language long dead.

Meat.

Having decided that the four companions were no more than slaughtered pigs on a butcher’s block, the armoured devil moved to lance the Vahlken. Daijen side-stepped while simultaneously backhanding the spear with his atori-short-sword. Avoiding the weapon and its two cursed blades, he could not evade the gloved hand that shot out and slammed into his chest. He was pushed back just enough to get in Yamnomora’s way, preventing her from taking a swing at the foe.

The Green Leaf saw his chance and thrust out his staff, but the demon was swift, its spear whipped to one side by a single hand. The wizard’s staff was knocked aside and his spell sent awry, going on to scorch a portion of the giant severed arm. The demon would have gone on to impale Aphrandhor had Daijen not bound into the space between them. Able to swat the spear away, preventing it from finding The Green Leaf’s heart, the Vahlken then pivoted, bringing one blade to bear after another.

The ring of steel on steel was new to that chamber yet terribly familiar to Daijen. He danced around his enemy, jabbing, slashing, and hacking at every opening. He scored a series of strikes, penetrating the demon’s defences with relative ease, but its armour stood up to his every blow.

In the chaos, Aphrandhor peeled away and brought his magic to bear against the remaining portal. His spell let loose a whip-crack that shattered the air, as well as the stone that housed the runes. Like the others, it closed in on itself, stopping any more beasts from entering their world.

Mordrith waded in, unaware that her meddling only made Daijen’s course of action all the more difficult. He adjusted his next attack at the last second, seeing the danger it put her in, and darted aside before The Anther had its say.

At such close range, it was nearly impossible for the demon to use its spear effectively against a hammer, and so it didn’t. Seeing the incoming blow, the armoured creature spun to the left, its hard cloak of bones quick to follow in its wake. Mordrith cried out as it struck her across the face, the many ridges lashing her skin from jaw to brow.

Of course, the demon was then to face another dwarf—and an angry one at that.

Yamnomora’s banshee-like cry accompanied her wild attack. Her axes chopped down one after the other before being swept up and swung at their foe. Despite its armour, the demon evaded the successive attempts, as if it was dragged into the stark shadows by unseen hands.

Daijen saw his opening and jumped into his kick, his entire weight behind the boot that rammed into the demon’s back. It was stubborn to being moved, yet still it was shoved forwards, and the monstrous knight of the Shadow Realm was forced to raise its spear horizontally to block Yamnomora’s high blow. The spear was split in two when the weapons collided, the axe continuing down into the floor.

A shrieking roar bellowed from its lipless mouth, and the fiend slammed its foot into Yamnomora’s chest, putting her on her back. It was then able to turn on Daijen with a weapon in each hand, its broken spear repurposed rather than discarded.

The Vahlken purposely placed himself between the demon and his companions, determined to keep them from danger. It was folly, he knew, their path ever their own—and what a dangerous path they had all chosen—but right there, in that moment, he had the power to ensure they lived a little longer.

The double-ended spear had become a pair of axes in the demon’s hands now, and they cut through the air in search of Daijen’s head. The Vahlken wove a tight and intricate pattern as he moved around his opponent, offering naught but air in his place. The fiend roared and hissed as it pursued him, demonstrating some level of frustration and—therefore—emotional intelligence. It was more proof that what they were dealing with possessed a measure of awareness comparable to any of the surface races.

How could such a being come to exist in the Shadow Realm?

Daijen abandoned his questions for now and dashed to, once again, prevent any of the others from interfering. He deflected one of the demon’s axes and blocked another, only to then duck beneath the extended arm and backhand his atori blade across the creature’s midriff, where its cuirass ended. His hand felt the brief resistance of flesh and muscle as his blade passed through before going on to chip some of the bones that made up its unusual cloak.

A mangled grunt escaped the fiend, and it staggered towards the vault door. Refusing to die so easily, it then turned to face the Vahlken again, its fury creasing the taut muscles beneath its obsidian skin.

“The Hollow King must be fed,” it rasped in that most ancient of languages.

It charged him with all the speed its armoured bulk would allow, but Daijen had taken the measure of his foe’s defences now. He knew where all the joins in the plated suit were, those fine lines where little but the edge of a blade could fit. As the demon came for his life, the Vahlken twisted, evading the axe, before coming down with his scimitar. The creature shrieked, its left arm taken at the elbow.

Daijen pivoted and ducked under the wild retaliation before reversing the grip on his atori short-sword. The bronze blade ran perfectly through the groove in the armour that protected the demon’s thigh, slicing through to the bone within. His foe dropped to one knee, and Daijen’s instincts demanded he take the fiend’s head, but its iron hood safeguarded it against such attacks.

Instead, the Vahlken rolled over the back of his hunched enemy and came down on one knee as well. At the same time, his atori short-sword came up in an under-arm swing. He drove the tip through the demon’s mouth and up into its skull until the steel jarred against the inside of the iron hood.

Like anything else with a sword in its brain, the creature died instantly—a refreshing outcome. For a moment, it remained propped up on one knee while Daijen’s blade was in situ. In a flash of bronze, he retrieved the weapon, and the fiend collapsed under its own weight.

Seeing the dark liquid that pooled beneath it, the Vahlken examined both of his weapons. It was no trick of the light—the creature’s blood was just as black as its skin.

“Is it dead?” Yamnomora asked bluntly.

Daijen scrutinised the demon’s eyes. While just as black, there was no life behind them now—no malice.

“I should think so,” Mordrith answered her. “It’s certainly got no business being alive with a hole in its head.”

“I have never seen anything like that,” Aphrandhor admitted, his blade now smoking absent the flames of his spell. “Where did it come from?”

“Nowhere good,” Yamnomora muttered, nudging one of the smiling beasts with the end of her boot.

“We disturbed the vault,” Daijen said, his eyes on the sword in The Green Leaf’s hand. “We set off the traps is all.”

“The same ones they did,” Mordrith deduced, looking back at the ancient corpses they had discovered on their way to the vault.

“I have never even heard of traps like these,” the wizard said, gesturing at the ring of glyphs at his feet. “And why would the Skaramangians fall prey to their own traps?”

That was a question that could not be answered in such an awful place, at least not without the knowledge Daijen already possessed, and he had no intention of sharing it with them. If anything, he hoped they would remain on the island and commit themselves to research, a task that would see them survive a lot longer.

“Perhaps there are answers inside the vault,” Daijen posed, thinking of the numerous scrolls he intended to scour.

“What abou’ the traps?” Yamnomora barked. “Who knows what else this damned place has waitin’ for us.”

“Just don’t take anything,” Daijen said pointedly, looking at Aphrandhor.

The wizard gave a shrug. “Well, it seems a shame to put it back after all that…”
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“You heal fast,” Gondrith remarked, one finger running through the blood dripping from his silvyr blade. “I would be interested to know if such a wound will be gone by tomorrow’s dawn.”

Joran staggered to his feet—all four of them according to his vision. Looking up, the horizon shifted, as if the world resided on a giant gimbal. Something tickled his face, bringing his hand to his cheek. His fingers came away stained with blood, the wound stinging his hairline.

“You’re standing still too much,” Gondrith went on, the cream of his dragon scales almost as white as Garganafan’s on his pauldrons and vambraces. “To fight is to dance,” the Rider declared, flourishing his sword as he dashed and twisted on the ball of one foot. “If you had kept on the move, you wouldn’t be bleeding from the head right now.”

Morgwyn appeared by Joran’s side, his head lowered to issue a hissing growl at Gondrith. Larger than a wolf now, his claws and teeth had become a real threat to all, and when he flexed his dark purple wings, they spanned a greater length than Joran was tall. Still, he could not fly for all his continued efforts, his hard skull having damaged plenty of boulders in the attempt.

That didn’t mean he couldn’t run. Morgwyn was fast, his body consisting of naught but taut muscle. How many thousands of years had he slept idly in his egg, just waiting to be unleashed on the world?

And now that he was free, he took offence to any and all who brought harm to Joran. His claws dug into the ground while his legs bent into a slight crouch. He was on the verge of pouncing at Gondrith, prepared to return Joran’s injuries tenfold.

As had happened many times before over the last couple of days, Morgwyn was prevented from exacting his revenge. The ground shuddered beneath Yillir’s foot, the dull cream dragon stepping in to tower over the scene. Rough lips curled back just enough to reveal blood-stained teeth while a jet of hot air shot out of sharp nostrils.

It would have been enough to break the courage of an entire battalion of veteran soldiers.

Morgwyn was not a battalion of veteran soldiers. Be it foolishness or bravery, the young dragon continued to stand his ground. He even retorted with a mighty roar, as if he was channelling Malliath himself. At least that’s how it sounded to Morgwyn. To all else it was an immature growl at best.

Yillir huffed and flicked the purple dragon with a single digit, sending Morgwyn tumbling away.

“I hope you’re a quicker learner than he is,” Gondrith commented with amusement, one gloved hand running through his sandy grey hair.

The assault on Morgwyn was the fire beneath his rising temper, his grip squeezing around the hilt until it hurt. Still in Yillir’s shadow, he lunged at Gondrith with a wild and brutal attack that would cleave him in two. The Rider’s sword was there to meet it and again by his side to block the second attack and the third and the fourth. Together, they moved across the frosted ground, their weapons ringing out.

“Your control of the blade is adequate,” Gondrith said, still content to deflect and parry Joran’s every blow. “But you must learn to balance that control with the necessary force.”

Putting action to his words, Gondrith twisted and rolled his sword to bring it up and over the top of Joran’s swing. At the last second, he hammered down, knocking the weapon from Joran’s grip. As it clattered across the ground, the Rider whipped his blade out, striking a red line across Joran’s leg.

The jolt of pain sent him limping away with a groan trapped inside his clamped jaw. Morgwyn was by his side again, there to offer whatever kind of support he needed. Indeed, his presence was a level of comfort all on its own and even more so when he ran his fingers over the dragon’s scaly head.

“Pain is an ally,” Gondrith called out, sheathing his sword. “Do not shy from it. Embrace it. Use it. Pain removes all distraction. It clears the mind, focuses you. On the battlefield, there is only you and the enemy. A Rider does not rely on their dragon nor the men at their back. Pain will sharpen you.”

“I’m no stranger to pain,” Joran replied defiantly, though his mind went to Gallien more than the physical pain he had endured since Aphrandhor and Cob found him in The Brass Giant tavern.

Gondrith was chuckling to himself. “Pick up your sword, boy, and I will introduce you to pain.”

“You will never inspire by the mere swing of a sword,” Joran muttered under his breath—Kassanda’s words to him.

“What did you say?” Gondrith demanded.

Joran didn’t repeat himself. Nor did he move.

“Pick up your sword,” the Rider barked.

Despite the hint of nausea that came from his head injury, Joran managed to stand up straight, chin raised.

Gondrith’s jaw visibly tensed beneath his goatee. “Pick up your sword,” he repeated slowly. “Pick it up, or I’ll give you this one.”

Joran sniffed sharply.

The Dragon Rider advanced, closing the gap in two swift strides. His blade went high and cut down through the air only to stop a hair’s breadth from Joran’s neck. Joran didn’t so much as blink, confident that Gondrith wouldn’t deliver a killing blow to the one said to bring about a time of dragons.

It infuriated the man.

The moment he lowered his sword, Joran slugged him in the face, just as he had seen Gallien do a hundred times before. It was Kassanda’s instruction that drove him on, her fighting style that of a proficient executioner. His second jab impacted Gondrith’s exposed throat, stealing his next breath. It was enough to make the Rider drop his sword and grip his neck, eyes bulging.

A short jump on his good leg and a swift kick to the chest put Gondrith on his back, gaining the attention of the whole camp. Joran was on his heels, pausing only to pick up his opponent’s sword before driving it through Gondrith’s sandy cloak and into the ground. Pinned by his own weapon, the Rider fell back as he tried to rise, there to receive another fist from Joran.

“Pain is an ally!” Joran yelled in his face, his pain, exhaustion, and humiliation bringing out the dragon in him.

He punched Gondrith again, spraying blood across the ground.

“Embrace it!” he growled, before landing another blow.

The Rider reached up to grab him, but Joran batted the hand aside and snatched him by the collar of his cuirass.

“Use it!” he berated, thrusting the next fist into his face.

Gondrith roared, revealing a degree of resilience and fortitude Joran wouldn’t have expected from a man who had received such a beating. His outburst was also accompanied by a portion of magic. It was as if the air hardened around the Rider and expanded at speed, slamming into Joran and Morgwyn alike.

By the time Joran’s senses had returned and he realised he was face down on the ground, Gondrith was stalking towards him. The Rider’s face was blotchy and swollen, his left eye entirely concealed within the folds of his own reddened flesh. His lips were split and dribbling blood down his chin, much like his now crooked nose. Still, his wrath was there to see, just as evident as the punishment he had taken.

“Joran!”

His name had been bellowed from across the camp, where a makeshift forge and workshop had long been set up and steadily added to. Stripped down to his under suit and a smith’s tool belt, Garek was standing just beneath the tarp that sheltered the various workstations, his mighty arms folded across his broad chest. His booming voice had been enough to halt Gondrith from doling out what could only have been a severe thrashing.

“Even from here I can see the scales Morgwyn has shed!” Garek yelled. “You should be collecting all of them! Come! Bring them to me!”

With one glassy eye, Gondrith stood very still, fists balled tight at his sides, and did all that he could to contain the indignity Joran had heaped upon him. So too could that quiet fury be seen in Yillir behind him, whose reptilian eyes bored holes in both Joran and Morgwyn.

As instructed, Joran picked himself up and went about collecting the various scales Morgwyn had discarded. He looked to have lost more than usual with the recent blows he had taken. Joran winced as one of them cut his finger, another wound added to his growing tapestry.

He felt the eyes of all tracking him across the camp and was grateful for Morgwyn by his side. Under the forge’s shelter, he produced the most recent handful of dark purple scales.

Garek looked him over, his gaze sizing Joran’s proportions up. “You’ve enough to begin work now,” he stated. “Be sure to collect every scale. You need two pauldrons, two vambraces, and an under suit.” The Rider-smith tapped his chest, indicating the seemingly all in one suit of flattened scales, their tone the same brilliant silver as Garek’s dragon, Parthagon. “I will show you how to mould the smaller scales for the suit.” He picked up one of the larger scales between finger and thumb. “You will need more this size for the pauldrons and vambraces.”

“Thank you,” Joran said quietly.

“I am to instruct you, and you are to learn—no more.”

“I mean, thank you for…” He turned back to the site of his near drubbing.

Garek glanced at the spot, understanding. “It should be Gondrith thanking me. He was about to throw you such a beating you’d be able to taste the sands of the Eternal Shores. The Dragonlord would take it out of his hide—Yillir’s too.”

As if conjured by mention of his title, Kalaghan’s wings thundered overhead bringing Baelon Vos back to camp. He had not retuned alone. Besides Kitrana, who had gone with him, there was another seated behind her—a dwarf! Joran’s sharp eyes picked out his features and immediately recognised him from the Ruins of Gelakor, the dwarven smith Kitrana had called Grarfath Underborn.

And he was not all.

Landing deliberately on three legs, Kalaghan’s front right leg remained raised until his claws flexed, and a man fell from his iron grip. Joran started forward, leaving the canopy of Garek’s workshop to see beyond the camp. A murmur ran through the Riders, who had all risen to see the stranger.

It was no man at all, but an Andaren, so easily recognised by his chalk-white skin and pointed ears—at least one of them was pointed, the other a ragged lump of flesh. He was also bald and attired in grubby white and red garb to match his damaged cuirass…

Joran took an instinctive step back. He knew exactly who that particular Andaren was. Slait. The Dancing Sword of the Dawn.

He had first encountered the zealot as a babe, when the Skaramangian assassin had come for his life. Then again in Warth, shortly after meeting The Green Leaf and Cob, before the Dawn Sword’s violent nature was truly unleashed in The Whistling Pig, in Valgala, where he slaughtered more than a dozen of Galahart’s men and the spymaster himself. It had, in fact, been Grarfath Underborn who had saved them from the mutated beast in the Ruins of Gelakor, porting him far from the site with The Anther.

What unbelievable web had been woven to bring not only the dwarf back into his life but the brutal assassin? Between them all, he could not see the fabled hammer, leaving him to wonder if it had never been recovered after Grarfath threw it at Slait.

The Andaren’s golden eyes darted furiously from Rider to Rider before sliding over the environment to behold the numerous dragons that resided about the area. His nervous energy was clearly building, his muscles tensing as he prepared to fight or run.

Kalaghan made it clear that he was to do neither, the dragon’s snout having descended so his hot breath swept over the Andaren. The Dawn Sword slowly turned to meet Kalaghan’s piercing green eyes, seeing there the promise of death should he try anything.

When he dared turn away from the dragon, Obrin and Haldar were waiting for him, their silvyr blades drawn and a coil of rope and chains between them.

Slait did not protest while they bound him, though his attention had entirely shifted to the forge, where he had spotted Joran. His hard stare was unnerving.

What did he see when he looked at Joran? An abomination? A mingling of blood that went against every creed in his false religion? Or was he just looking at the one who had escaped his blade so many times?

The same moment Baelon dropped down beside Kalaghan, every Dragon Rider bowed on one knee. Joran hesitated but quickly joined them in paying respect to the returned Dragonlord.

Kitrana Voden was graceful in her dismount, her body as flexible and agile as it was strong. Grarfath, however, could only boast of his strength, which wasn’t enough to see him climb down with any sense of decorum. The dwarf, ultimately, landed on his behind with a moan.

The trio moved as one until they arrived at the forge. Baelon scrutinised Joran, taking note of his many wounds, before returning his attention to Garek.

“Grarfath, son of Thronghir, this is Garek Rad, our most able smith.”

The tall Dragon Rider folded his arms once more, putting his scale mail’s durability to the test. He loomed over the dwarf, obviously unimpressed with what he saw, though the smith’s arms were that of brown corded steel and while certainly shorter than Garek, Grarfath’s shoulders were just as broad.

“Garek,” the Dragonlord continued, “you are to accord Grarfath his every request. We will bow to his knowledge on the matter.”

“Can I see the sword?” the dwarf asked, moving past Baelon to see Joran for the first time. His eyes narrowed and one stubby finger came up to point at him. “Aren’ ye… Aye, ye’re the lad from the ruins—Joran! I only knew yer pa for a couple o’ days after that, but I can tell ye, laddy, he was mighty worried abou’ ye. Does he knew ye’re alrigh’?”

Joran faltered in his response. He hadn’t expected there to be any mention of Gallien and the loss of him—the lie of him—washed over Joran anew. “I’m glad to see you survived,” he simply replied.

“But for how long, eh?” the dwarf countered ominously.

“What a small world we occupy,” Baelon commented, looking between them. “Hopefully another familiar face will make your stay with us that much more comfortable, Master Grarfath.”

The dwarf turned to face the Dragonlord. “I’ll take a short stay over a comfortable one if it’s all the same to ye. The sword?”

Joran had no idea what had transpired to bring the smith to their camp, but it wouldn’t be a great stretch to assume Baelon had forced the matter.

The Dragonlord handed the two halves of the weapon over to the dwarf, who immediately began examining the broken ends. He hefted the pieces in both hands and even ran his nose down the length of the blade before going on to lick the steel. Finally, he flicked the blade and held it close to his ear, though what he was listening for was anyone’s guess.

He frowned, pouted his lips, and narrowed his eyes. “I’m to need some time with it,” he admitted.

“As you wish,” Baelon said. “Garek will see to your needs.” With that, the Dragonlord strode out from under the canopy, Kitrana quick to get swept up in his wake.

“I would stay with Grarfath while he⁠—”

The Nimean was cut off mid-request, her throat caught in the vice that was Baelon’s grip. “After nine-hundred years, I have come to understand that the greatest treasure we can possess is knowledge. And I know so much. It’s rare to come across a source of knowledge so deep and rich as yours. While I know of your world, I know nothing of real substance.” He brought her closer, ignoring her desperate bid for air. “The only reason you continue to live, battle maiden, is because I would learn all there is to know of the realm that coexists with my own. Tonight, over dinner, you will answer all of my questions, regale me with tales of your people, and in so doing, earn my forgiveness for withholding the truth of The Anther from me.”

He wasn’t asking her a question, and so he simply released the Nimean and walked away. Kitrana gulped down what air she could, her skin awfully dry under the afternoon sun. The battle maiden rubbed her throat and bowed her head to hide her face beneath a curtain of black hair. Joran reached out to offer whatever comfort he could when the Dragonlord beckoned him without looking back.

“I see your training has continued in earnest,” Baelon observed upon Joran’s arrival, his cool eyes flitting to the gash that stung his head. The Dragonlord’s gaze then roamed over the other Riders and located Gondrith. Baelon’s amusement was not subtle. “How many times did you strike him?”

Joran shrugged, the whole incident something of a blur. “I don’t know.”

Baelon looked to Kalaghan, who then looked to Yillir. The dragons shared a brief moment in which Yillir attempted to turn away, though it seemed Kalaghan was not to be denied, his emerald eyes holding fast to Yillir. The memories gleaned, the honey-scaled dragon imparted the information to his companion, allowing Baelon to see the fight between Joran and Gondrith as if he had been present.

“Fascinating,” the Dragonlord announced. “I would say a good helping of adversity, combined with the bonding process, is forcing your Vahlken traits to the surface. And now you can add strength to your growing list of attributes. You are certainly making for one interesting Dragon Rider, Mr Pendain.”

Joran scanned Gondrith’s face in the distance again, seeing the disfigured and swollen canvas in a new light. He had hit people before, be it with his fists or a weapon, and never caused so much damage. Could it be? Did he really have the mutated strength of a Vahlken? He clenched his right fist, the same fist that still had Gondrith’s blood smeared across the knuckles, and felt no difference in the strength of his grip. There was no denying the power of his blows, however, the proof there to see in Gondrith’s misshapen features.

“Walk with me, Joran,” Baelon bade of him.

Side by side, they wandered towards the river, putting some distance between them and the camp. The Dragonlord eventually let his hands hang conformably by his sides rather than keeping them clasped behind his back. Even his familiar stern expression began to soften as he contemplated his words.

“This is an important time for you. Your bond is immature. Morgwyn is young and likely a little confused given how old his mother’s memories are now. The journey ahead of you remains a long one. You still have so much to learn.”

They came to a stop by the edge of the river, where Baelon surveyed the flow of it. Not for the first time, Joran saw some of the burden that weighed on the Dragonlord’s shoulders. It cast him in a more human light, a hue he apparently didn’t let the other Riders ever see.

“I cannot pretend to be perfect,” he said, his voice having adopted a more fatherly tone, a far cry from his usual authoritarian delivery. “I am not the best Dragon Rider whoever lived, and I am confident there are yet to be Riders who surpass my accolades. I foresee as much in you already,” he admitted.

“That said, I still feel I am best placed to instruct you in the ways of a Dragon Rider. I say this because you have taken up your training in a time of strife. Distractions abound, and, mark my words, they will come in many forms. A destiny such as yours attracts the ambitions of many, after all.”

“Including you,” Joran felt obliged to point out.

“Yes,” Baelon answered honestly, “including me. I have been transparent where my ambitions are concerned. I believe they align with your own future. But there are others out there who would take you under their wing and use you to their own ends, who would offer you power, training, even peace.

“I’m not offering you anything, Joran. As I have said before, you must earn your place among us. But what a better man that will make of you,” he proclaimed wistfully. “I can only hope the man you forge does not take on my flaws. I am not blind to them. I would do my best to train you with the solemn promise to push you, so that you would be better than me, so that you would succeed in all the ways I have failed.”

Joran tried to process his every word as fast as he could, startled though he was by the Dragonlord’s vulnerability. “Why are you saying all this? Shouldn’t you be berating my footwork or something?”

A soft laugh rolled out of Baelon’s chest. “The latter will come,” he assured. “I’m saying all of this because…” He trailed off, his gaze wandering beyond the river before he turned to look directly at Joran. “A time is coming when the choice will be yours. Surrounded by so many mature dragons, Morgwyn will continue to grow at a fast rate. It won’t be long before he can fly and all of Verda is unravelled beneath you. No one can be forced to endure the training of a Dragon Rider. You must choose. Before we reach that crossroads, however, I would keep to my word.”

Joran looked at him questioningly.

“I told you on Nareene: when I am done with you, there will be no greater legend than yours. I can only hope you give me the chance when the time comes.”

Movement in the corner of his eye turned Joran to the cave mouth. Kitrana was making her way inside, her eyes having no trouble with the darkness therein.

“And then there’s the distractions I spoke of,” Baelon continued, glancing at the Nimean himself. “Some of them are out there, and they would tempt you beyond the confines of your training. Others are right here, in this very camp.” Baelon turned to the workshop, where Grarfath had begun his investigation of the sword.

“You would wield a weapon of power,” Joran stated.

“It is our right,” Baelon told him. “They were first entrusted to Dragon Riders, and so they should be again.”

“Entrusted? By whom?”

The Dragonlord paused, though it was impossible to say what he was truly thinking as he looked into Joran’s violet eyes. “Skara Pendain forged them all.”

Joran made to respond but stumbled for words, his surprise choking him. “The Dark One made them,” he eventually uttered, looking to the forge.

“He gifted them to his fellow Riders so they might defeat the evil of their time,” Baelon explained. “It was then decided—out of fear—that they should be buried, thereby removing any and all trace of Skara’s presence. I will not rule from a place of fear, Joran. Possessing the weapons of power will cement our control and the peace it will bring.”

Joran was on the verge of asking a question when Baelon raised his hand to stop him.

“As I said: distractions abound. You need not concern yourself with the dwarf or the sword or even our friend from the sea over there. Concentrate on your bond with Morgwyn. Hone your skills with a blade. Understand the ways of magic. Bind those three, and you will forge an unbreakable cord. That’s the Dragon Rider the world really needs right now.”

Sensing an end had been brought to further discussion, Joran bowed his head while caught somewhere between frustration and agreement.

“Now wash,” he commanded, glancing at Joran’s hands and face. “I would distinguish between your blood and Gondrith’s before I see this new found strength of yours.”

“Yes, Master.”

Baelon paused, half turned away. “To what tenets do we keep?”

Joran hesitated, feeling for the first time a degree of conflict within him. “To have unwavering conviction. Unyielding authority. Unending victory.”

Baelon smiled approvingly. “Very good.”


22
CURSED


Days and nights and all manner of weather had passed over the land while a ranger and an old Dragon Rider journeyed ever southward. Keeping The Treeling on their left, they had crossed the river via Rootbury Bridge and pressed on until the sea air crashed into their senses.

The ancient city of Broadcastle, a stalwart of stone on Erador’s coast, had greeted them one early morn. Once a mighty fort, it had accommodated Erador’s early navy, when the realm had been younger, and Caster Hold had been no more than a fishing village.

Being under the banner of King Etragon and the closest bastion to Qalanqath and the mountains of The Gold Rise, its comings and goings, as well as its rich history, were well known to Cob, as they were to every Kedradi who called the desert home.

“Know your enemy,” had been a phrase every one of Cob’s sword masters had impressed upon him.

While the ranger had always taken that lesson very seriously, he had come to see Erador in a different light since exploring its many corners and cultures. That didn’t mean he wasn’t entering Broadcastle without his wits about him and his guard up.

At least, that had been the plan.

Thanks to papers bearing the spymaster’s personal sigil—a crow with a worm in its mouth—the pair had been granted access to the city without question and their horses tended to. Cob’s hand, however, had been shaking as he presented the note.

Days and nights had, indeed, passed since departing Thedaria on horseback, but more days and nights still had extinguished since the ranger had spilled blood in the depths of Azad-guul. The curse of his forebears had come on as it always had, to the thunderous cacophony of drums. They beat in his chest, a pulse felt in his blood and right through to his ears.

Instead of entering Broadcastle on his guard, the ranger blundered in like a man burdened by his need of a strong drink. As ever, it was not ale he sought out but something a little… thicker.

By the time he located the fighting dens in the gambling district, the tremors had spread from his hand, up his arm, and into his facial features. He must have seemed a mad man when forcing his way into the makeshift arena, his torso bared and a feral roar on his lips. It had worked to incense the crowd, who collectively placed their bets as a challenger stepped forth to oppose the Kedradi.

Cob had lost any sense of self and location, including Androma. He didn’t even know if she had accompanied him into the den or with whom he had left all his gear. He just needed the blood.

The brute standing in front of him was no more than a lump of muscle and flesh, his individual features as indistinguishable as every other detail that surrounded Cob. He could have been a Rakenbak or a Drayga for all the ranger knew or even cared—it just needed to bleed.

A short sharp bark from the man standing on the edge of the sandy circle should have initiated the fight, but Cob couldn’t wait a moment longer, the enclosing grip of madness itself steadily cutting him off from reality. He charged forwards to the tidal wave of cheers from the mob.

The man-beast before him sneered and hunkered down, knees slightly bent. The fool thought his size could compensate, as if he had only to plant his feet like the roots of a tree and he could shrug off the Kedradi’s attack. On the verge of becoming a beast himself, Cob threw himself across the last few feet and entangled himself about the man’s torso and limbs. Using his opponent’s weight and stance against him, the ranger rolled his body back the way he had come, taking the other fighter with him.

Both on their back now, the ranger was sure to keep the man’s arm locked straight between his hands and legs, inflicting great pain while he bent the arm out of shape. But it wasn’t enough to inflict pain. The curse demanded blood. While the fighter cried out and thrashed to free his arm, Cob thrust his left foot out again and again, each kick slamming into the man’s face and jaw. Every blow sent blood spraying across the sandy ground. By the fourth kick, his opponent was unconscious.

It wasn’t enough. The curse was not to be satiated by broken teeth and cut cheeks.

Hideous and high-pitched was the laughter that ripped through the din. Cob knew it well, his eyes wide and gaze wild as he searched for his father. Rough hands grabbed at him, tearing him free from his unconscious opponent. It seemed people were shouting at him from every direction, but their words were kept from him by the madness taking root.

“Come on, son!” came the clear voice of Adonis Thayne, and so close as to turn Cob’s head.

Startled, the ranger struggled against the hands that ensnared him, seeing that they belonged to his father.

“They’re just sacks of wine, my boy!” Adonis howled, turning the Kedradi’s attention back the other way. “Split them open, and drink your fill!” he urged.

Cob began to thrash, his father on both sides of him, each shoving him away from the arena. Looking to the audience, wondering if they could see the duplicates that manhandled him, the ranger was bewildered to discover that his father was everywhere. Laughing hysterically, at least two hundred Adonis Thaynes looked back at Cob, the true mob having been entirely replaced.

“Still so scrawny and weak!” the Adonis to his left admonished, patting Cob’s chiselled, if scarred, abdomen. Looking down, however, the Kedradi could see naught but his young twelve-year-old physique. “You must be as savage as a lion and as strong as a Draven if you are to survive this curse, boy!”

Those were words from his childhood, brutal truths his father had imparted between his own bouts of madness. They were shouted at him from a hundred voices now, each a nail being pressed into his skull.

“Just give into it, my boy!” the Adonis pulling on his left arm insisted, his voice barely audible over the incessant rabble. “Living like this is so much easier! No rules! No limits!”

“NO!” Cob bellowed.

With all his strength, he yanked his right arm free and smashed his fist into that same Adonis. Still in the grip of another, he swung his free arm round and hammered his captor’s throat with the blade of his hand. Both arms free, the last son of house Thayne transformed into a berserker.

One Adonis after another threw themself at him, laughing all the while. He beat them back with a form of combat they seemed ill-equipped to defend against, and yet still they howled with amusement, their faces broken, swollen, and bleeding.

He was soon beyond the coarse ground of the arena and fighting his way through the mob of Adonis Thayne. They fell back, knocking each other over before rising to brawl with themselves. Within seconds, Cob was just another among them, his dark and sweaty torso splattered with blood.

One came at him with a hooked blade no bigger than a hand. Cob shifted his shoulders one way then the other to evade the steel. He could practically smell the metal on the air, feel the weight of it in his hand. The allure of it was overwhelming, as always. The madness that clung to him wanted nothing more than to crystallise in his veins, and the use of a steel dagger would aid it on its way.

A particular swipe came dangerously close to opening his throat, though the wild slash did go on to cut through the arm of another Adonis. Cob’s right hand shot out and snatched at his father’s wrist, locking the weapon in place as well as straightening the arm. His left fist was a piston of muscle and bone, breaking Adonis’s arm at the elbow with a loud and crunching snap. A flurry of blows then sent the late and uncrowned king of the Kedradi into a barstool.

In the chaos, the dagger had been kicked across the floor, but the flash of steel had not escaped Cob’s attention. He chased after it, hammering anyone aside who got in his way.

He thought of the blood he could spill with that knife. It would hack and slash and plunge and slice. He could slay every living thing in Verda with that blade, he was sure of it. And there it was, its journey having come to an end beside one of the wooden struts that supported the ceiling. Cob whipped his head round to place the dreadlocks over his back before crouching to retrieve it. The mere anticipation of wielding it was intoxicating.

Adonis Thayne stepped in front of him, blocking his path to the weapon.

This particular version of his father stood defiantly before him with a staff in hand, and a familiar one at that, though Cob failed to place it in his fervid state of mind. With a roar, he charged at Adonis.

Unlike the others who wore his father’s face, this Adonis was swift and precise. He avoided Cob’s initial attack and brought the staff to bear, slapping it into his exposed back with a mighty crack. The ranger growled in pain and knocked against the strut, where his foot tapped the fallen dagger. He reached for it, desperate now.

That damned staff swept round and sent the dagger spinning away, into the throng of brawling Thaynes. It enraged Cob all the more, manifesting in physical retribution. He called upon his knowledge of Kovmagin, Judosu, and even the fighting style of the Kedradi Tongal Monks. Between those three forms of combat, he should have been a one-man army, but his reasoning mind was clouded with cursed rage and Adonis had apparently mastered every one of those art forms and then some.

Between his staff, hands, elbows, and feet, the uncrowned king of the Kedradi withstood Cob’s onslaught and even countered. One of these reprisals resulted in the ranger taking a beating from the staff before a jump, twist, and back-kick put a boot square in his face. The back of his head hit something much harder than his skull, and the world plunged into numb shadow.
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It was to the odd combination of muscle pain and the shrill calls of seagulls that Cob found his senses again. He was lying on his side, his eyes immediately assaulted by the light of day.

Unabashed, the sun shone through a set of open doors that looked out on The Drifting Sea. Beyond was a small balcony where a trio of gulls sat perched upon the railing, all three to take flight as he pushed himself up from the bed.

Though returned, his senses remained a touch dull, requiring an extra few seconds to realise that his wrists and ankles were securely bound together with rope.

He tested the strength of them, ashamed to say that he didn’t recognise the type of knot that had been used.

“Good morning,” came a greeting from the corner of the room.

Androma was seated cross-legged in an armchair, her body so still as to mimic the dead. Across her lap rested a sword as valuable as it was deadly, the naked silvyr cooling the air. By her side, standing against the wall, was The Green Leaf’s staff. It towered over a pile of gear and weaponry—Cob’s gear and weaponry. There too was Yalaqin, Aphrandhor’s sword, its copper disk of a pommel failing to catch the light while it dwelled in the shadows.

“What happened?” the ranger asked, his voice as brittle as dried leaves.

“You said next to nothing on our journey south,” Androma pointed out, ignoring his question. “I let things lie. I know you’re a private man. If we are to continue travelling together, however, I would make sense of this… curse.”

It came back to him then, in a fit of images and sounds. His father’s voice echoed through the halls of his mind, taunting him still.

“Had I not stepped in,” the old Rider went on, “you would have brought steel to bear against the men and women of that squalid place. Even together, they would have been no match for an armed Kedradi. You would have⁠—”

“Killed them all,” Cob cut in, finishing the words for her. Frighteningly, it had been his father’s voice that said it in his mind.

The ranger rubbed his throat, the pain of his injuries increasing with every minute. The madness had abated, for now, but the lingering ache in his head was that of a severe hangover.

“Would you mind?” he enquired, lifting his bound wrists.

Androma didn’t move. “You are not an easy man to trust… Prince Thayne.”

His official title elicited a wince from the ranger. “I would earn that trust,” he replied.

The old Rider rose from her chair and approached him, her silvyr blade in hand. “I would see that you educate me first.”

Her sword flicked from low to high, an impossibly accurate strike that sliced through the rope about his wrists. She performed the same move to cut him free of the binding about his ankles.

Cob scrutinised the woman, realising that the apprehension she felt around him was enough to trigger the Andaren magic that clung to her blood, exciting her supernatural senses. The revelation only amplified the shame he already bore. Androma was an ally, a friend, and a warrior of honour. She deserved better than a companion who made her feel so uneasy.

Even if she could put him on his back.

“I’m sorry,” he began.

It wasn’t a word he used very often, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t conjure the word easily enough. He felt more than a touch of his mother’s compassion within him then, the greatest of all his teachers. Dwelling on her was almost as painful as the current injuries that demanded his attention.

Androma wandered over to the open doors, where the sea air blew through her rags. While the view escaped her, the old Rider’s heightened senses likely allowed her to build an accurate picture in her mind, informing her of the comings and goings below.

“Did Aphrandhor know?” she asked.

Cob thought back to their years together, searching for Joran and Gallien, fighting Skaramangians shoulder to shoulder. It had been inevitable, given such proximity, that the wizard would learn of his curse. The real surprise had been The Green Leaf’s assurance that he would never divulge his secret to anyone. It had formed a bond of trust the Kedradi had never known. A bond of trust he might never know again.

“He knew,” Cob answered, his grief for the wizard nibbling at the fringes of his mind.

It soon took huge bites out of him until, there and then, the weight of Aphrandhor’s death settled over him. He was truly gone. Never again would he see the wizard, share a fire with him, nor hear his sage advice. Of all his arsenal, The Green Leaf’s sense of humour was, perhaps, his greatest. So few ever got to see it, burdened as the wizard was by his mission, but Cob had been among the fortunate. He would always have that, at least.

The ranger rubbed his eyes, his fingers working hard to dry them.

“I should have told you sooner,” he admitted.

He was momentarily distracted by the pain in his hands. His knuckles were swollen and cut, though the blood that stained his skin was likely a mix of many.

“Your people are secretive by nature,” Androma remarked. “I would be a hypocrite if I held that against you. But you journeyed with Joran,” she pointed out, her voice adopting a grim tone. “You put his life in danger.”

“I promise you, Joran was never…” He couldn’t quite finish that sentence.

Joran had been a prisoner in the bowels of Azad-guul, trapped like all else in a stone cage with a monster waiting to break free of Cob’s control. Joran had only escaped the slaughter because of external circumstances.

“Tradition is the life blood of any culture,” the ranger said, his mother’s words coming to him now as she lingered on the periphery of his thoughts. “Secrecy lies at the root of Kedradi traditions, much like our history. It goes against every tenet we have to trust an outsider. That’s why so few of my people ever leave Qalanqath.”

“But you did,” Androma intoned. “Were you driven out by a curse or cursed for leaving your lands?”

Cob’s jaw locked up. Even now, with a woman he knew he could trust implicitly, he hesitated to speak of his peoples’ history.

“What do you know of curses?” he asked instead, easing himself into the conversation.

“They are highly volatile. They also require an inordinate volume of magic to enact, along with an acute emotional state, often brought on by grief or rage. That is to say, curses are never born of good will. That, and they do not adhere to the laws of magic as we know them.”

“How so?” Cob asked, though he already knew the answer.

“I shall explain it to you as it was explained to me, centuries ago.” The old Rider made her way to the table beside the open doors and picked up a pitcher in one hand. With the other, she grabbed an empty cup, one finger hooked over the rim. “The water represents magic, and the cup represents the constructs of my spell,” she said, tipping the pitcher. “When conjuring a spell, you stop pouring the water before it reaches the rim of the cup.”

Cob could see the water level resting just beneath the top of the cup, touching Androma’s fingertip.

“Curses are different,” she went on, tipping the pitcher again. “You might stop before the water reaches the rim, but the water keeps coming until the cup is overflowing.”

The ranger watched as water ran down the cup and spread across the table. “And what’s that?”

Androma put the pitcher down and ran the flat of her fingers through the puddle. “Consequences. It leaves quite the mess.” The old Rider moved away from the table, her head tilting questioningly. “It surprises me that there are any Kedradi capable of conjuring such magic. Then again, so little is truly known about your people. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that your people have mastered every form of magic. Is that what you’re telling me?”

“Magic was never our way. Even before we arrived on Erador’s shores.”

Androma finally let her silvyr blade rest against the wall, though she remained notably standing. “Your people came from Kanofell, yes?”

“Most people don’t even know that,” Cob replied, his ribs twinging with pain.

“It might be the only thing committed to the official records in Valgala’s archives. Everything else written about your people is caveated with conjecture and fables.”

Cob nodded along, finding himself with nowhere to go but the beginning now. “Even the Kedradi records are skewed by the fears of my ancestors. They were afraid to scribe anything of the enemy for fear that it would anger the throne of Erador. I know now that the enemy they spoke of was The Dark One, but the texts I pored over in my youth spoke only of a Great Shadow. There was certainly no mention of Skara Pendain.”

“He conquered Kanofell,” Androma assumed.

Cob didn’t reply immediately, his voice held in check by shame, a shame he had inherited through his bloodline. “No,” he replied. “But he played his part. He… He beguiled the king of Kanofell. It was said that the Great Shadow sought the fires of Mount Nuvata. Back then those forges were considered rivals to those of the dwarves. In return for this access, Kanofell would benefit from the works of this shadow—weapons.

“It was an offer my forebears could not refuse,” Cob lamented. “Kanofell was repeatedly under siege from Erador, the throne seeking to expand its territory. And so… House Thayne welcomed the Great Shadow to the shores of Kanofell and made an ally of Erador’s greatest foe.”

Androma ran her hand along the wall, using it to find her way back to the chair where she resumed her seat. It was good to know her heart rate had settled and her senses with it.

“Your people were allies of The Dark One,” she said, a rare hint of shock in her voice.

“For a time, yes. Though not specific, there are archives that speak of invasions the Kedradi spearheaded into Erador, and all under the Great Shadow’s banner. I assumed it spoke of The Dark Ones after meeting Aphrandhor.”

“That must have enflamed the animosity between Erador and Kanofell,” Androma deduced.

“I can only assume it shifted the war with Skara for a time, because Erador struck at my people with all its wrath.”

Androma raised her chin in understanding. “Dragon Riders,” she declared.

“With an army at their back by all accounts. The Dark One’s deception was realised all too late. The Great Shadow abandoned Kanofell, yet the fires of retribution burned all the same,” he said, recounting some of the text that had always stayed with him. “Kanofell was to be an example to the world. Ally with our enemy, and we will unleash dragons upon you.” Cob shook his head. “I’ve never seen the wrath of dragons brought down on a city. I cannot imagine it. Fire and claws and wings. It was said that they razed Nithrael in a day, the capital burned to a husk before the sun could set.”

“Terrifying,” Androma muttered. “A dragon’s wrath should always be a last resort. Their wisdom should be sought first. It is the duty of every Rider to counsel the king as much.”

“I think it speaks into The Dark One’s wickedness,” the ranger opined. “That they would resort to such an action to be rid of him, if not dissuade all others from allying with him.”

“We cannot know what transpired in those days,” Androma replied, “but I’m sure the Riders of that time considered every option before invasion. At least, I like to think they did. Their war with Skara was long and their losses untold. I’m sure emotion had its part in steering their decisions.”

“Do not hear me wrong,” Cob insisted. “I harbour no ill will against the order. House Thayne opened the door and welcomed The Dark One in. They might have convinced themselves that they needed his weapons to defend their lands, but they had repelled every Eradoran invasion without such weapons. My forebears knew exactly what The Dark One was really offering them: a way to turn the tables. Had the Dragon Riders failed that day, I’ve no doubt my people would have gone on to conquer Erador, and beneath a Skaramangian banner at that.”

“Your people survived that day,” Androma commented.

“Those who didn’t fight back were permitted to flee and make for Erador’s southern lands. The sands of Qalanqath were to be our new realm. No further. We were allowed to survive but not to thrive nor become part of the kingdom.”

“How, in all this, does a curse come into being?”

“The Kedradi were allowed to live… with restrictions. The Dragon Riders of the time placed limitations on us, so we would never again pose a real threat. We were forbidden to ever wield steel again, or any such metal that might be wrought from the ground and forged by a smith.”

Androma pointed lazily in the direction of his gear. “That’s why your people use bones for weapons.”

“It is by tradition now that they practice this law forced upon us, but it is an imperative for the men of my family.”

“The curse is specific to your house alone?” Androma enquired.

“Cursed are you,” Cob said, citing the words that hung over his bloodline like the blade of a guillotine. “Cursed are your sons. And their sons, and their sons down through the ages to come. Never again shall the male heirs of House Thayne wield weapons born of the earth, lest they succumb to madness.”

Androma was on the edge of her seat now, her brow furrowed beneath the strip of cloth that hid her ruined eyes. “Cob, who cursed you?”

The Kedradi’s eyes narrowed. “You already know the answer to that question.”

She shook her head before losing some of her conviction. “No,” she whispered. “They wouldn’t.”

“They did.”

Androma sighed, her jaw visibly tense. “No dragon would agree to let their power be used in such a way.”

“They did,” Cob repeated. “What did you say? An inordinate volume of magic and an acute emotional state. Given the defence my people would have put up, it’s more than likely the Dragon Riders took casualties that day.” The ranger could only shrug. “It was never going to end well, all that power and rage in one place.”

“What was their name?” Androma asked flatly.

“I never found any mention of the Rider’s name. Only the curse itself was recorded, and even that isn’t word for word.”

“Whatever happened that day… whatever punishment was deserved, it should not have come to a curse. They should have known better. And to curse an entire line!” the old Rider fumed. “You should not suffer for the naivety of your ancestors.”

Cob managed to stand up and brush off the brief wave of nausea that assaulted him. He was drawn to the sea breeze, enjoying its cool touch on his skin. Broadcastle was always hot, even in winter as it was then. It shouldn’t have bothered him, having grown up in the desert, and so it reminded him how long it had been since he had travelled so far south.

“What else does the curse say?” Androma asked.

“Hmm?” Cob turned from the view, having not quite registered her question.

“Twisted though curses may be, they are constructs of balance. The Rider took something away with one hand, yes, but there must be the opportunity to give back with the other hand. Of course, the emphasis is placed on the cursed to break the hold put over them, but it must be laced into the spell already.”

The Kedradi looked back to the watery horizon, his mind recalling the words his father had babbled over and over again in his times of madness. “Until The Last Ballad of Hope is sung over those of House Thayne,” he cited once more, “marking their victory over the enemy, this curse will rot their royal blood.”

Androma’s brow twitched. “The Last Ballad of Hope? I’ve never heard of this.”

“Nor have I. Nor has anyone for that matter. It was an Eradoran song, reserved for their victories on the battlefield. No Kedradi had ever heard it. After the fall of Kanofell, the king’s men were forbidden to ever sing it again. It has long faded from memory.”

“A wretched thing to do,” Androma remarked.

“Even If I could beat The Dark One, I still couldn’t break the curse without the ballad.”

“Yet you are driven to try,” Androma concluded.

“What else can I do?” he asked grimly. “I live in the hope that defeating The Dark One will be enough, that the boundaries of the curse are as volatile as its consequences.”

The old Rider perked up. “There is no mention of your need to spill blood,” she pointed out. “Twice have you succumbed to this madness in my presence, and I know for a fact you did not wield a weapon forged of the earth.”

“Like you said,” he replied, his fingers splashing the water that had spilled over the cup and onto the table, “curses are highly volatile.”

Androma’s lips parted in understanding before her chin sank towards her chest, exasperated with her own predecessors perhaps. “Consequences...”

“Consequences,” Cob echoed dryly.

“Curses are forbidden for a reason,” Androma stated. “It’s quite the burden to live with. Is that why you departed from Qalanqath?”

Cob could feel his shame rising to new heights, urging him to ignore his companion, to shut down the conversation. It had been painful enough to admit that his bloodline had sided with The Dark One, but now he was treading on the toes of his own tale. It wasn’t just personal, it was painful.

He was reminded of The Green Leaf then, of a night they had spent in the wilds, huddled around a fire. “It’s not easy being someone’s friend, I know,” the wizard had said to him, his voice tired with age but brimming with experience. “That… vulnerability can be painful. But if you embrace the pain, you might find liberation, and you have the look of a man in need of freedom. Perhaps you might unburden yourself of those shackles by trusting in me. Perhaps,” he had added with a pleasant shrug.

Indeed, the ranger had found a new lease on life sharing his story with Aphrandhor—the burden shared. Androma was worthy of his trust. He need only find the courage to say the words.

“The burden was never truly mine, nor my father’s before me,” he began. “The real burden has ever rested on the shoulders of the women of our house. Those earliest years, after my people settled in the mountains of The Gold Rise… they were violent for everyone. My family managed to keep hold of their right to rule, but only if the crown was worn by the women of our house. The men were kept in the shadows, exiled to a keep many miles away from the people.

“We were trained by the best sword masters and hunters, if only so we could exercise our need to spill blood and keep the curse in check. We routinely hunted all manner of beast and monster. There were servants and guards of course, though they were all extensions of the keep. They performed their duties and naught else, treating us like something between master and prisoner. It would have been a lonely existence were it not for my younger brother.

“My mother and sister would visit us whenever they could, whenever their roles as queen and princess didn’t demand their attention. They were the best of times. And all too brief.”

Cob took a break there, glad that Androma couldn’t see the tears gathering in his eyes.

“I was thirteen when the curse took hold of me. By then I could kill most things with my bare hands. While I was coming to grips with it, my father was becoming exhausted by it. His frustration led to anger and, ultimately, stubbornness. He would refuse to go on his hunts or delay them to the point that madness would seep in. Seeing what it did to him only encouraged me and my brother to hunt.

“One day, the madness swallowed him completely. Adonis Thayne found his end at the point of a sword, though only after he had killed one of the servants and two of the guards.”

Androma nodded along softly. “They had no choice,” she uttered quietly.

“I had no choice,” Cob corrected, garnering a twitch of the head from the old Rider. “I was eighteen, my brother fourteen. Cassius,” he said affectionately, naming his beloved brother. “Adonis looked at him like a piece of meat that day. He would have gone right through Cassius. So I put myself between them.” He said no more than that on the matter, the conclusion obvious.

“You saved your brother.”

The ranger took a long breath, his grip on the door frame threatening its integrity. “Cassius got sick,” he eventually continued. “It was nothing he couldn’t recover from, but it was enough to prevent him from hunting. Having witnessed what happened to our father, he refused to rest and took up the hunt anyway. I accompanied him, of course, but… he was so weak. He could hardly breathe never mind swing a sword.”

“What happened?” Androma asked when he fell quiet.

“He was killed by a Draven,” the Kedradi stated flatly, emotionally detaching himself from that particular memory. “Within a year, my mother succumbed to grief. Her heart gave out, and she joined my father and brother in the royal stone. That left only me and my sister… Hurelia. She inherited a crown she wasn’t ready for, and I inherited an empty fortress I didn’t want. She begged me to stay and help her,” he added, his voice little more than a breath.

“But you left Qalanqath altogether,” the old Rider finished.

“I left to help her,” Cob insisted. “Hurelia was pregnant. All the midwives had their opinion, but most were sure it was to be a girl. I couldn’t help but fear it was a boy. I didn’t want her to go through the same thing our mother did. Nor did I want my nephew to be banished as I was. The curse had to be ended. That was never going to happen so long as I stayed in Qalanqath.”

“So you left,” Androma reasoned.

“I had been researching for years by then. Cassius always joked that my fear of the future made me addicted to the past. How right he was. Thanks to my mother, I had access to every scrap of archival history. It took a long time and a lot of nights reading by candlelight, but I eventually came across a name, a vague reference in one of our oldest tomes.”

“Skaramangian,” Androma guessed.

“Yes. That and their sigil. It was all I had—that and the knowledge that the Great Shadow had survived the sacking of Kanofell. I fled the keep at night, my guards none the wiser, and I set off into Erador with naught but a name and a mission. Both of those things led me to The Green Leaf.”

Androma said nothing for a time, absorbing his tale in her own way. “What was it?” she enquired. “Did Hurelia give birth to a boy or girl?”

“I don’t know,” Cob confessed.

“I see.”

A time of quietude passed between the companions. Androma rose from her chair and returned to the balcony, her face upturned to the late morning sun. The ranger felt rooted in place by the memory of his family, of the good times and the bad. Perhaps it was too soon after talking to someone, but he hoped that some of the pressure of it all would abate, as he had felt when talking to Aphrandhor.

“And what am I to call you?” Androma asked, the first to speak in a while. “Cob obviously isn’t your name.”

The Kedradi licked his dry lips, preparing to voice his full name for the first time in many years. “I am Valarius Cobenian Thayne, prince in-exile to the throne of Kanofell.”

Androma turned towards him, a curling of amusement in her thin lips. “Valarius Cobenian Thayne,” she repeated, emphasising his middle name. “Cob… enian?”

“Yes,” he admitted reluctantly, “that’s where I got my name from. I suppose it just felt easier to be someone else if I went by a different name. Cob just came to me when Aphrandhor asked me for my name.”

A single sound of amusement forced its way out of Androma’s chest before she turned away again. “Well I’m not calling you anything so pretentious as Valarius Cobenian Thayne. Cob will do, I think.”

The ranger laughed to himself, a surprising sound to his ears.

“Can you make it to Qalanqath from here?” the old Rider questioned, altering the atmosphere in a heartbeat.

Cob grew serious once more, taking a moment to consider the distance and days required to reach his old home. “Yes,” he said confidently. “But there will be no margin for error. It would be best if I hunted before we reach my people. That would give me some time on the other end before I need to hunt again.”

“Very good,” Androma replied, returning to the room with a sense of urgency. “Gather your gear, Ranger. The desert beckons.”


23
SEEDS OF DESTRUCTION


The ship creaked and yawned, The Drifting Sea split across its ploughing bow. Harendun lay somewhere within the fog that clung to Andara’s coast, not to be seen by eyes.

Skara didn’t need eyes to find The Undying City.

The Dark One had ceased his control of the elements, allowing the sails to drape in the consuming fog. Now the ship finished its journey on momentum alone, its heading having been determined not by sight but by feeling.

Herragax…

The red dragon rested somewhere inside Harendun, a fact that came to Skara by way of his new hand. He looked at it now, admiring the red armour of his new skin. However tentatively, he could feel the dragon’s aura lingering on his periphery, as if there stood an unseen presence by his side, guiding the two together.

There came shouts and a call to arms from the fog as those guarding the docks heard the ship hurling towards their defences at speed. Still, they couldn’t see it, and so the ship slipped through like a knife driven between ribs.

Skara reached out with his dragon hand, the obsidian claws digging deep into the main mast. He bent his knees, bracing for impact. Behind him, The Eldan and the three remaining cleric guards were similarly braced.

The Dark One smiled, keen to make an entrance that would bait Harendun’s pseudo king.

The ship blew through the first of the sprawling docks with ease, but it soon crashed into a second and then a third, creating a sudden jolt that tested the strength of Skara’s grip. The sound of wood splitting and splintering came from all sides, ever hounded by the protest of chains and snapping of ropes.

As the fog gave way, Harendun took shape, the city speckled with torchlight beneath a sharp and crescent moon.

So too did an anchored ship, its mooring barring the way. With considerable speed still urging them towards the shore, Skara’s ship thundered into the stern with a mighty crack! He was thrown forwards, where he struck the deck, hard, tumbling limb over limb until something collided with his head and brought his journey to Andaren soil to a sudden end.
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Skara’s eyes were alight with the reflection of another sun, another world. The Realm of Magic looked back at him through the circular portal, its sparking edges devouring every drop of blood that was drawn up from the pool at its base.

“My Lord.”

One of his servants, a loyal Skaramangian, stepped forwards and presented him with two small picks, each silvyr-tipped and perfect for climbing. So too were his boots equipped with an iron framework that boasted silvyr-tipped spikes to aid in his eventual ascent.

Skara accepted them without a word, his face and head bound by cloth so that only his eyes peered out. He then took a moment to glance at the audience around him, servants all who had remained loyal in the months since Malliath’s betrayal, since the Dragon Riders had declared war on him.

“Is this so wise, my Lord?” his new apprentice enquired, a fearful look in his eyes as he gazed through the open portal.

“You fear to lose me, Apprentice?”

The young man turned to face his master, the Skaramangian sigil tattooed beneath his left eye. “Your vision for the future is the only future I would live in, my Lord.”

“That future begins here,” Skara told him.

Sensing the same unease in the rest of his servants, he pivoted to face them all. “The Dragon Riders have rejected the vision I proposed! The peace I proposed! They have driven us deep into the wilds of Andara, where we have been forced to seek shelter in the mountain stone—as if we were pathetic dwarves!” His hands lifted to the cavern that surrounded them, where his new forge had been constructed inside the heart of the great Mount Athan.

“It’s up to us to build a new empire now!” he continued. “If that empire is to stand up to Gelakor and the Dragon Riders, it will need weapons! I am bereft of those I created to slay the wretch Barad-Agin and his Leviathans! They rest now in the hands of those same traitors! Today, I will begin work to remove their advantage! Today, I forge a new weapon of power!”

A cheer rose up inside Mount Athan as Skara turned to speak to his apprentice alone.

“Maintain the volume of blood at all costs,” he instructed, nodding his chin at the pool beneath the portal.

“It will be done, my Lord.”

Skara Pendain stepped through the portal, taking him from the cold stone of Mount Athan to the watery ground of another world.

The Realm of Magic greeted him with fresh air and a light breeze that picked up his sandy scarf.

Submerged to his ankles, he could feel the loose gravel beneath his feet. It wasn’t gravel, of course. Every stone beneath the cool water was alight, their surface shining like crystal. That very human urge to touch and physically interact with the environment led Skara into a crouch, where he could scoop a handful of the stones out of the water.

Once removed, every stone lost its shine, reduced to no more than a pale pebble. Skara tilted his hand and let them fall back into the shallow water, there to glow for eternity. He, instead, turned his gaze up, his sight tracking the white bark of a tree so gargantuan its trunk appeared flat from his perspective at its base.

Either side of him, its mammoth roots sat upon the land like the snaking defensive walls of a city, blocking any view of the surrounding landscape. Advancing on the trunk, he made for the slope where two roots had split apart from the base, granting him access to the sheer wall of supernatural wood.

The picks and spiked boots allowed him to penetrate the white bark, and the enhancements he benefitted from as a Dragon Rider allowed him to climb at speed. Still, due to the tree’s colossal size, hours of ascent were required before he reached the lowest branches of the canopy.

The wind had increased dramatically by the time he was within reach of the ruby red leaves. They shimmered hypnotically under the light of that foreign sun, casting much in a red hue.

With aching hands, Skara clambered onto the first branch and wiped the sweat from his eyebrows. He thought of himself as an ant scaling an ancient oak, his presence so light and insignificant as to be imperceptible to the living tree.

That would soon change.

Continuing his journey along the length of the branch, he gazed at the enormous crystalline leaves that had sprouted from finer branches that had grown out of the substantial one upon which he stood. Some were as large as horses, a tiny leaf by the tree’s size, while others were so massive they could have been draped over hillocks.

He required nothing so cumbersome. Tearing his eyes from their magnificence, he began to scan the seemingly endless branch he traversed. As with the first time he had made such a pilgrimage, when Barad-Agin had threatened the realm, Skara came across the small sprouts of ruby leaves that littered the white branch. Each was a perfect copy of their larger siblings but had yet to grow to such an incomprehensible size.

They were perfect for the plucking hands of a human.

Skara resisted the urge to claim them—it was too soon, as he had discovered last time. The leaves were easy enough to remove and shove in a pouch on his belt, something he planned on doing during his hasty departure.

Before he collected the necessary pieces for the shell, he needed to procure the source, that which would imbue his weapons with real power.

Craning his neck, Skara scoured the labyrinth of branches that cast a giant web over his head, searching for his prize. At his current height, they were easy to see, their innate light glowing amidst the sea of ruby red.

Seeds...

They hung from branches here and there, gathered in bunches that clung to the tree from fine limbs. They glistened with some kind of mucus membrane that seeped through the bark.

With the kind of determination only Skara Pendain could boast of, he returned to his climb once more and made for the next branch up. He dared not stop to rest, aware that there was only so much blood stored inside Mount Athan to feed the portal.

Putting his climbing picks to one side, Skara lowered himself to his stomach and reached over the edge of the branch, his gloved fingers following the stalk that led down to the nearest bunch of hanging seeds. His every movement was slow and deliberate, so as not to rip his clothing and expose his skin to the tree.

Carefully, he grabbed the bunch and folded it up and back until he could handle the seeds properly. The strange mucus stretched between his gloves and the seeds, threatening to pull the glove free. Taking a small knife from his belt, Skara peeled back some of the vegetation that partially concealed the nestled seeds.

They were beautiful.

Some were deep red, while others shone a brilliant orange or purple. Near the bottom of the gathering were a handful of blue seeds, reminding Skara of the one that powered The Anther. His fingers were drawn first to the black seed, a perfectly spherical ball of obsidian. Burrowed into the bunch beside it rested a seed of shining viridian.

He had to have them.

Repositioning himself to better remove them, he spotted a seed of bright amber. Three seeds. Three new weapons of power.

It was a risk, he knew. The first time he had claimed seeds from the tree he had taken four. While the tree would take equal umbrage at the loss of one seed or a thousand, each required time to house inside the protective shell of the ruby leaves. Only with Malliath’s fiery breath and wisdom had he been able to craft those four gems of power before the seed ruptured in Verda’s foreign air.

Malliath had abandoned him, leaving him to his great task alone. Could he forge all three before destruction reigned? Was his new forge up to the task? Was he up to the task?

He had asked himself those same questions when planning to take only two, a fact that had seen him lace Mount Athan with the appropriate spells.

But how much more powerful would he be with three weapons of power? Gelakor would beg for a swift death and Malliath would plead for mercy if not forgiveness.

Against his better judgement, he used the knife to the sever the stalks of a black, green, and amber seed. He quickly bundled them into a pouch on his belt and dashed further along the thick branch in search of minuscule leaves. They protruded like beautifully crafted spikes at all angles, a danger to any who wandered down the branch. Skara plucked them, snatching a dozen in total, and bound them in a separate pouch on his belt.

Then he ran.

Before he reached the main trunk again, a great wind swept through the mighty tree. A calamitous rustle ripped across the canopy, added to by the scraping of crystal on crystal and even the shattering of glass.

The most powerful living creature in existence knew there was a thief in its midst.

Centuries astride Malliath, Skara had long shed any fear of heights. As such, he suffered no paralysing fear when he dived from the edge of the branch, his whole body taken into the weak embrace of empty air.

He didn’t plummet for long before he stretched out one hand and drove the silvyr-tipped pick into the bark. His descent was immediately slowed as the pick scored a gouging line down through the trunk. Had he been any ordinary man, his arm would have been pulled from its socket at that moment, but his bond with Malliath—while emotionally stagnant—continued to strengthen him beyond the norm.

He could feel the rough bark shredding the material that covered his arm, exposing the skin beneath. Yanking the pick free, Skara allowed himself to fall for a while before performing the same manoeuvre to slow down. Glancing at the ragged clothing around his upper arm, he was alarmed to see fragments of bark where there should have been sewn material.

It was slow to spread across something that wasn’t alive, but if his skin touched the tree in its aggravated state, it would spread like a wildfire in a strong wind, transforming his body into that same white bark.

Twice more did he repeat his efforts to slow down before he felt confident he could conjure the right amount of magic to break his fall. It coalesced around him, building upon itself until he was neatly cocooned inside a shield of light breaking magic.

A thunderous crash announced his return to the ground, the impact sending water and hundreds of glowing stones in every direction. Skara emerged from the crater, ripping free his shirt and head scarf as he did. They landed in the shallow water and completed their transformation until their shape was forever frozen in hard white bark. He quickly scrutinised his trousers only to realise that his gloves were creaking with the steady growth of bark.

They too were discarded as he made his final run for the portal ahead. It should have been an easy escape from thereon, only the tree still had something to say regarding the theft.

The first Skara knew of the rain was that it was sharp—and loud. The drop cut a line down his right arm and chipped a knuckle before going on to shatter against the ground, beneath the water. Then came the truth of it.

Crushed, splintered, and rent from the vengeful tree, the ruby red leaves of pure crystal were raining down. They were pulverised on impact, much like everything they touched. Skara had the sense to raise a single fist and erect a shield to protect him, a fact that added to the deafening clatter.

He ran as fast as he could, feeling the constant strain hammering his shield. Halfway there he was forced to one knee, his vision impaired by the sheer volume of shattered leaves pouring off the edge of his shield. Still, he saw two Skaramangians rush through the portal to come to his aid. Neither managed more than two steps before they were sliced into pieces.

Skara roared with the effort it took to stand on both feet again. He staggered step after step, his forge—his world—barely in sight. It seemed an age before he was within reach of the portal, his stamina approaching its reserves. When, at last, he made it through to the other side, he collapsed across the cold stone on the edge of exhaustion.

But his work had only just begun.

“Quickly!” he cried hoarsely, picking himself up while his apprentice shut down the portal. “We have little time,” he added urgently.

What followed was arduous, taxing Skara’s physical, emotional, and magical wellbeing. He poured all of his knowledge and skill into the crafting of the ruby shells, but he was too rushed to forge them properly, cutting corners where he could. Chiefly, he was missing Malliath’s impossibly hot, fiery breath. That alone had been powerful enough to make the leaves malleable.

The seeds were already smoking by the time he was able to slip them inside their new housing, each hot to the touch and requiring tongs to manoeuvre. They simply rejected the realm of Verda, aware, somehow, that they weren’t meant for that world.

Examining the green and black seeds, they were fairly secure inside the crystalline shells, though they would require further work before they could be implemented in a piece of armour or weapon. For now, though, the housing would suffice, slowing down their rate of decay long enough for him to perfect his method.

The same could not be said of the amber seed.

Skara could feel sweat running down his temples as he scanned every facet of the ruby shell. It was getting warmer. Cracks were beginning to appear, each one birthing a score more across the glassy surface.

Skara stepped back from the anvil upon which the unstable gem had been placed. He felt the runes carved into the floor beneath his right boot, diverting his eyes to the thick ring that had been routed out of the stone around the anvil. Beyond that circle, between the comings and goings of his servants, he noted the secondary ring and even the third ring that had been gauged into the mountain.

Without a word to his most loyal, Skara placed himself between the inner and middle ring while his fingers traced the language of magic. The inner ring responded immediately, its runes emitting a bright emerald light.

Had he delayed a heartbeat longer, his life and destiny would be at an end.

The amber gem imploded, and with such awesome power that it went on to explode, vaporising its ruby shell and the solid anvil beneath it. Skara was only aware of this because the explosion was caught within the inner ring, where it created a pillar of impenetrable light.

Mount Athan shuddered.

All eyes turned to Skara as a light rain of dust fell from the cavern roof. His apprentice’s voice was no more than a buzz in his ears, his exact question lost to Skara’s concentration. The inner ring was failing. The time spell simply wasn’t up to the challenge of slowing down something moving that fast.

Two of the Skaramangians failed to realise that their master had been steadily backing up, putting him outside the secondary ring, where his fingers subtly danced through the necessary pattern. They too were atomised in an instant, the inner ring shattered, while all else remained on their feet behind the secondary wall.

Skara had been forced to raise his hand and shield his eyes from the light. When he dared look again, the cavern roof was engulfed in the frozen explosion. He could feel the tension in the magic as the runes were being slowly but surely disintegrated.

All followed him beyond the third ring, his arms already outstretched as he performed the spell to activate it. Again, his intuition proved accurate, the third ring coming to life only seconds before the secondary ring failed altogether.

Even that wouldn’t be enough.

With no time to delay, Skara ran for the only tunnel that connected the forge to the outside world. He paused, of course, by the cavern’s outer wall, where he had placed the first rune in a spell so intricate and complex he wasn’t confident it would actually work—but he had no other choice.

Taking the knife from his belt, he slit his palm without a care and pressed his bleeding hand into the rune. His blood was the catalyst, sparking an unseen fuse that ran through various parts of Mount Athan.

Then there was only running and the sound of his rapid steps reverberating throughout the lone tunnel. He was so much faster than any of the Skaramangians in his wake, all of them doomed to die.

Bursting out of the cave like an arrow from a bow, Skara made for the cluster of horses ambling about the makeshift stables. Within seconds of reaching them he was astride an untethered charcoal mare and galloping down the mountain path.

A subtle quake ran through Mount Athan, disturbing the snow on the trees and frightening the horse. Skara was sure to keep the animal at a racing pace and straight down.

Daring to look back over one shoulder, he sighted the phenomenon that had been ignited at the top of the mountain. Like an avalanche, the magic rolled over the mountain on all sides, bending the air in a refraction of every colour. With terrifying speed it consumed Mount Athan, moulding perfectly around the trees and boulders until they appeared to be trapped in some kind of diamond sap.

As it poured over the tunnel entrance, the third ring failed in a spectacular display of light and shattering rock. The explosion was halted indefinitely, however, by the refracting sap. Saved from the seed’s destruction, Skara now had to survive his own spell, and it was still hurtling down the mountain after him.

The fleeing Skaramangians, along with his apprentice, were soon drowning in the thick goop that washed over them, the tide of it so high that it swallowed the tallest trees whole.

Their deaths were no more significant to Skara than the dirt that gathered in his fingernails. He spurred the horse on, down the final slope that rolled out into snowy pastures. He could hear the magic now, hounding him with a roar.

“Come on!” he growled at the horse.

The spell began to taper out towards the mountain’s base, where it caught up to Skara’s horse, ensnaring its back legs and taking all its speed away. The animal was brought down like a hammer, its head crushed against the ground, while Skara was launched forwards.

He hit the snow shoulder first and tumbled head over feet before bouncing off his hip to roll across the edge of the plain. The sound of cracking and crunching reminded him that his spell was still in effect and extremely close. He lifted his head to see the sap hardening until it looked more like crystal.

It had come to an end a mere hand’s breadth from where he had come to a stop.

Skara picked himself up, sure that more than one of his bones were broken. He surveyed the mountain from base to summit, his eyes squirming under the intense sunlight that now reflected off the crystal shell. His fingers explored the outside of the pouch on his belt, feeling for the two gems he had forged—he still had them.

A wave of hot breath washed over him from behind, issued by a short sharp exhalation. He knew that sound well, just as he knew of only one creature with such a large breath. Skara slowly turned away from Mount Athan, his gaze steadily rising to see a pair of startling blue eyes, cut through by a reptilian slit of pure black.

Herragax was staring at him.

The dragon’s presence was jarring, grounding Skara. However hard it was to accept, he acknowledged that he was inside a memory, and from a time long before Herragax had ever hatched. She was reaching out to him in the real world, their bond already strong enough to break through his broken mind.

The red dragon tilted her head, and the world itself followed her orientation, flipping Verda upside down.

Skara fell sideways and then up before landing on the deck of a ship. His eyes opened for the first time since he had been thrown from the central mast. His head hurt, and he could feel blood trying to get past his left eyebrow.

Raucous shouting came from everywhere, a prelude to the hurrying feet that pounded against the decking. Skara was trying to find his feet when a pair of human soldiers slammed into him, their hands grabbing him roughly under the arms. It was somewhere between a warrior’s muscle memory and an emperor’s indignation that set The Dark One off.

His dragon hand shot up, the obsidian claws puncturing the soft palette under his captor’s jaw. He gripped, hard, his fingers coming out of the man’s mouth, before he yanked the bottom jaw off entirely. Horrified, the other soldier staggered back, releasing Skara altogether. The Dark One snatched at his shirt with his ordinary hand and held the man fast while he rammed his forehead into the bridge of his nose.

His would-be captors dispatched, Skara turned to see the dozen more flooding the ship from both sides. The Eldan and his cleric guards were slow to rise, a fact that saw them encircled with sharp steel.

Skara took the opportunity while he still had it to glove his dragon hand, concealing the red scales.

An ear-piercing roar split the night’s sky, and the strident flap of massive wings passed over head. From the gloom and fog, there dropped a man, his arrival felt across the length of the ship. He rose from his crouch, sandy cloak twisting in the sea breeze behind him. He approached Skara with confident steps until the blond of his hair and red of his scaled armour could be seen clearly.

Vander.

The Dragon Rider glanced back at the Andarens before taking note of Skara. “At last,” he said, a sharp smile cutting his angular face, “something interesting…”
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18 Years Ago…

It had been three days since their discovery of the vault. Three days since they had fought for their lives, pitched against demons of the Shadow Realm. That was three days more than Daijen had thought he would ever spend with this particular group of people again. They had camped outside, well away from the ruins, where they weren’t certain they would ever be safe. Valyra had welcomed their company, though the Aegre had shown some displeasure at the scent she caught on her Andaren companion.

It was the blood.

Daijen had dismantled his cuirass, pauldrons, and vambraces so he could thoroughly clean them all that very night. The demon’s black blood was in every crevice and smeared across the tanned leather, making it an arduous task. So too did his blades require some care, especially the coarse silk of the Weavers which provided many an interstice where the blood could collect and dry. The odour was, indeed, foul, but far more curious was that which grew from the blood before he had washed it away.

“Are those mushrooms?” Aphrandhor had asked, peering down at the spoilled cuirass.

Whatever the unusual fungi, they had grown overnight, perfectly following the splatter of blood. Daijen couldn’t say why, but his instinct had urged him to burn the growth away, a task the wizard gladly saw to with his new sword.

He had repeatedly run his staff along the blade, igniting the steel so he might swing it dramatically through the air. “The fire does not damage the blade,” he had observed excitedly. That first evening after opening the vault, he had sat among them with the prize across his lap when he declared his new weapon should have a name.

“Mushroom burner,” Yamnomora had offered.

“Toothpick,” Mordrith had suggested, her grin just as sly as her fellow dwarf’s.

“No, no!” Yamnomora insisted. “Onion slayer!”

The Green Leaf had accepted the potential names with good humour. “I was thinking something in the old tongue…” The wizard had mused for some time before finally announcing, “Yalaqin! It means fire breather,” he explained proudly.

Mordrith shrugged and gestured at Yamnomora with her fork. “I preferred mushroom burner.”

Daijen had done no more than observe his companions, his own sense of humour kept in check. Indeed, those first couple of days had felt awkward, his interaction with the trio stunted. He noted how Mordrith concealed The Anther’s glowing runes by covering the hammer’s head in a leather wrap that she secured about the shaft. It reminded the Vahlken of Aphrandhor’s vambrace, which was always hidden beneath a similar covering.

Daijen had to wonder if the dwarf had masked the weapon of power because of him. The last time they had been together, in Ka’vairn, he had nearly attacked them all in an attempt to claim them. Thankfully, they still didn’t know who he had tried to claim them for.

On the third day, after finally feeling comfortable enough to sleep while one of the others kept watch, Daijen entered the ruins as he had in the days since they discovered it. Like the previous day, the dwarves and the wizard entered the vault through the narrow gap and went about their search for anything that pertained to Skaramangian activity or history. It was a fruitless endeavour, the Vahlken knew. While he hadn’t managed to peruse every scrap of parchment inside the vault, there wasn’t one written in a language they could actually read.

Pausing in the antechamber, where the huge blue arm had created an almost unbearable stench, Daijen made certain his companions couldn’t see him as he moved to examine the armoured demon he had slain. Crouched beside it, he glanced over the many black mushrooms that had grown out of its every orifice and across the bloodstained floor—more had appeared every day.

Using his dagger, the Vahlken carefully scraped the mushrooms away from the cuirass before using his hand to tear the fine roots up. He wasn’t sure what he would find beneath all the growth, but he knew he had seen something etched into the armour while he was fighting the fiend. At the time it had proved to be a distraction he couldn’t afford, but the demon was three days dead and a threat to no one.

His fingers brushed aside the debris to feel the pattern of steel raised against the cuirass, but it was gone, the iron eaten away by the growth of mushrooms that had sprouted from within the monster. The same could be said of its bracers and greaves. It was a testament to the mushrooms’ potency.

The Vahlken sighed, regretting the collective decision they had made to depart the ruins as soon as the fight was concluded. He should have employed his investigative mind immediately, while the scene was fresh—while it was uncontaminated with strange mushrooms.

Standing up, it seemed absurd to think of anything as being fresh in such a ruin. The thought led his gaze to one of the ancient skeletons they had come across during their first exploration. He was soon crouching over the nearest of them, seeing, as he did last time, the bite marks that had cut into the man’s humorous bone. There were bite marks denting most of his bones, in fact, but the bone that had once been his arm bore the most prominent impressions.

His curiosity piqued, Daijen ran a thumb down the bone, feeling the notches of a powerful bite.

Muttering a half-hearted apology, the Vahlken removed the humorous bone from the skeleton and returned to the mushroom-covered demon. It took some more work with his dagger and a rather daring attempt with his fingers, but he managed to remove enough of the mushrooms from its mouth to see its many fangs. The jaw itself had been pushed beyond its normal limitations due to the aggressive expansion of fungi, but the fangs themselves were still intact.

With the humorous bone in hand, Daijen manipulated the demon’s head to bring the two together. As he suspected, the indentations in the bone lined up perfectly with the demon’s fangs.

“Meat,” the obsidian creature had said.

Daijen swallowed as he contemplated the demon’s carnivorous existence. While every intelligent race of Verda consumed meat to some capacity, they did not consume the flesh of each other. Even the differences between man and Andaren were not enough to argue the case of cannibalism.

Yet here was a creature with the intelligence to forge weapons, craft armour, and learn the art of combat that looked upon another of the same intelligence and saw naught but food. It was a disturbing revelation that only added to the already disturbing fact that the demon existed at all.

The sound of several thousand coins cascading atop each other turned Daijen’s attention back to the vault’s interior. He tossed the gnawed bone away and did his best to move on from his sinister findings.

Inside the vault, a somewhat flushed-looking Yamnomora was trying to excavate her legs from a pile of coins and pick herself up.

“Make sure ye check yer pockets,” Mordrith commented as she discarded an ancient shield. “Ye can’t be walkin’ out o’ ’ere with anythin’ that might set off another trap.”

“I know, I know,” Yamnomora jabbered, brushing herself down. “Where’ve ye been?” she demanded upon sighting Daijen. “Oh that’s right,” she said before he could answer, “ye don’ play well with others anymore, do ye?”

Daijen made a point to ignore her and look at The Green Leaf instead. “Found anything of interest?”

The wizard was perched on one of the pentagonal protrusions that sprouted from the walls, his feet hidden by the many relics and treasures. “I could spend the rest of my life researching any one item in here,” he replied, his focus yet to shift from the crown in his hands. “Look at this,” he insisted, his voice full of wonder as he raised the crown of gnarled antlers. “Who did this belong to? A king? Or something more primitive than that? Some overlord with power perhaps? It’s all so fascinating.”

Aphrandhor’s eyes lit up as he spotted something else. “And this!” he exclaimed, swapping the crown of antlers for a skull of shining copper. “Is it a real skull or the work of a master craftsman unlike the world has ever seen?” he pondered. “It has no joins or any markings that suggest it is the work of a person. But it’s too heavy to be just a skull coated in copper,” he noted, hefting it in one hand.

“And what about this?” he went on, replacing the metallic skull with a golden orb that fit neatly in the palm of his hand. “I’ve never seen anything like it. What does it do? Is there something inside it? A vault within a vault? A pocket dimension even.”

Daijen was none the wiser, the orb’s many lines and patterns too obscure to make any reasonable guess. “Or just an ornament,” he posed, the relic no more than a distraction.

There was only one treasure of note inside that vault: knowledge.

The Vahlken chose his steps carefully, navigating the littered floor until he could reach the back corner, where he had situated himself for the last two days. On one side, he had made a tidy pile of scrolls and loose parchments that he had read and deemed useless to his hunt. So much of it spoke of assets the Amon-Agin possessed in those ancient times, businesses they owned—as well as people—that could fund the cult. Some of it spoke to the movements and operations of the Skaramangians, though it was all so outdated as to be irrelevant.

On the other side of where he had positioned himself were yet more scrolls and a mess of leather-bound books, their pages uneven and frayed. There was even a chest tucked away behind a shield and spear, its lid cracked open enough to reveal more vellum inside.

For all of it, the Vahlken only needed one, just one. Be it a map or a description, it had only to tell him where to look, where he might find that place still held sacred by the heirs of Barad-Agin.

Where the Leviathans had been born…

“This is ridiculous,” Yamnomora grumbled. “If ye ask me⁠—”

“Nobody did,” Mordrith muttered.

“—there’s nothin’ but more questions ’ere,” the fiery dwarf continued. “We can’t read anythin’—hells, we can’t even take anythin’! I’d be tempted to burn the lot o’ it, but the Skaramangians weren’ even usin’ it!” She kicked a pile of coins in frustration. “What’s there to be gained by stayin’ ’ere?”

“I’d say some o’ us can read,” Mordrith said slyly, observing Daijen from across the vault.

Daijen ignored the insinuation, however accurate it was. “I told you,” he lied, “my understanding is very limited. I know a few words—enough to understand that most of this simply refers to debts owed and insignificant details for blackmailing people long dead.”

“Yet ye continue,” Mordrith pointed out.

“The scribe of the time might have written something they thought trivial,” Daijen responded, weaving his lie all the more, “but it proves the key to unlocking doors the Skaramangians have kept closed for millennia.”

“Wouldn’ that be nice,” Yamnomora drawled, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “I suppose the only question is, will ye share it with the rest o’ us?”

The Vahlken didn’t require exceptional senses to feel every gaze in the vault fall on him. “Be assured, Yamnomora, should I find anything worthy of your time, I will bring it to your attention.” More lies. It was like venom in his mouth, corroding everything it touched.

“The hell ye will,” Yamnomora was quick to retort.

Daijen looked to Mordrith, who had historically always stepped in to calm her dwarven companion. She simply observed, her broad arms folded.

“Do ye think for a second,” Yamnomora continued, “any o’ us actually believe ye didn’ see somethin’ when you touched that bone. Ye were unconscious for days. We all heard ye speakin’ in yer sleep. Yer body might ’ave been in that bed, but yer mind were elsewhere.”

Daijen was shaking his head. “There was too much,” he replied, if feebly.

“That doesn’ mean ye didn’ see somethin’,” Yamnomora argued. “We spoke to Ilithranda, back in Ka’vairn.”

Mention of his sister’s name was enough to rob Daijen of his next lie, forcing him to listen to the dwarf.

“We know ye parted ways with us because ye thought fightin’ beside ye would get us killed.” Yamnomora shrugged. “I don’ care for yer noble intentions, Vahlken. I’ve an enemy to kill. If I die fightin’ ’em, so be it. That’s my choice to make—not yers. All ye’re doin’ is gamblin’ yer life against a crucial target. What happens if ye die? Who will take up the fight if all yer secrets die with ye? Ye don’ beat yer foe by meetin’ ’em head on. Ye come at ’em from every angle ye can.”

Tension filled every inch of the chamber not consumed by ancient treasure.

“Did you see something, Daijen?” the wizard asked, his tone far more measured than the dwarf’s. “Ahnir is said to be a god, after all.”

Daijen said nothing for a time. He could feel Ahnir worming around inside his mind, the Golem’s own sense of purpose working hard to impress itself upon the Vahlken’s. It would make a servant out of him if it could. Hollow him out and see him live the rest of his days a slave to The Dark One.

No one wants to look in the shadows, he said inside the confines of his mind. We alone must tread where others dare not. We alone must bring the light.

It was enough to settle the stirring Golem.

“I saw…”

Daijen let his eyes wander over the trio before landing squarely on Yamnomora. He couldn’t take them into the shadows, where the darkness would surely claim them. Nor could he remain with them, his fight for control with Ahnir all the harder in the presence of weapons like The Anther.

“I saw nothing,” he finally answered, as he had said to Ilithranda years ago.

Already at the end of her tether, his lie broke the dam that had been keeping Yamnomora’s anger in check. The dwarf cursed him in the name of the old gods and barrelled towards him, her large boots displacing coins with every stride. Mordrith called out her name and even reached out to stop her charge, but there was too much treasure between them. Yamnomora had no such concerns as she knocked over chests and a whole suit of armour.

With no space to manoeuvre, Daijen had little choice but to spring to his feet and meet her charge head on. Dwarven muscle collided with Vahlken muscle, and the two quickly found themselves on the vault floor, wrestling one over the other on a bed of coins. Both Mordrith and Aphrandhor called for them to stop, but their voices were drowned out by the clash of trinkets, armour, and coins, and all between Yamnomora’s cursing.

The dwarf managed to pick herself up onto one knee, where she had the space to pull back a single fist and slug Daijen across the face. The Vahlken absorbed the blow, letting his head turn with it, but the force was still enough to drive him into the floor. There was a time when his pride would have ensnared him then, demanding he prove his strength and skill—it would have seen him tear her apart.

That Daijen Saeth, however, died with The Valtorak.

Even with his pride under control, that didn’t mean he had to take a beating from an angry dwarf. Yamnomora lunged forward with another raised fist. It came for Daijen’s face again, a battering ram of large knuckles. Swift was his own hand, cutting through the air to intercept that fist with an open palm. In a vice-like grip, the Vahlken held her punch at bay, his icy blue eyes shifting to meet the green of hers.

Yamnomora snarled and kicked out, only now Daijen was moving, propelled to his knees by his free hand. He caught her boot under the heel and raised it beyond the dwarf’s capability, flipping her onto her back. It wasn’t nearly enough to keep Yamnomora down, but Daijen had only meant to keep her from hurting him.

“Calm down,” he growled, hands up.

Seeing the fury on Yamnomora’s face made him immediately regret his choice of words. The dwarf barrelled into his waist and brought him down again. From side to side they wrestled once more, the dwarf throwing out wild blows wherever she could. More than anything, the pain came from the various hard items they crashed into, including Mordrith.

The Underborn pressed one boot onto Daijen’s chest while she peeled Yamnomora off with rough hands. The miner’s strength was revealed by the ease with which she tossed her kin across the vault.

“Enough!” Mordrith barked.

Daijen waited as patiently as he could until the dwarf removed her boot from his chest. When he, at last, was able to roll over and get up, he did so on a patch of floor that had been exposed by their brief tussle. The Vahlken was held fast by what he saw, his focus narrowed such that he wasn’t taking in Mordrith’s chastising speech.

“How hard did ye hit ’im?” Mordrith asked, moving into his peripheral vision.

“Not hard enough,” Yamnomora muttered.

Daijen ignored them and quickly kicked the closest coins to conceal his find. “I’m sorry,” he said, choosing words he knew would capture their attention and divert it away from the floor. “I’m sorry for everything that happened. I’m sorry I stole the Helm of Ahnir. I’m sorry it brought the Skaramangians to our gates. I’m sorry it ended in…”

“Murder,” Yamnomora finished for him.

The Vahlken looked directly at her. More than anything he wanted to explain what had really happened. He wanted to put it in her face that his omissions would keep them alive while placing him in grave danger. But pride was a killer all of its own.

“I thought I was doing the right thing,” Daijen said. “And yes,” he admitted, “I did see things when I used the vambrace. I saw death and suffering on a scale that cannot be fathomed,” he continued, quashing the glint of hope in the wizard’s eyes. “I saw monsters and madness. I confess, the latter still clings to me. And while there might be something in there that could lead us down the right path, I did not glean it. For the rest of my days, I must live with all that I saw and the knowledge that it serves no better purpose than to haunt me. If you would allow that to be burden enough, I will take my leave.”

Only The Green Leaf called after him, but the Vahlken continued his stride until he was back at their makeshift camp, where only Valyra could offer a balm for the lies that stained his honour.
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The sun had set by the time the trio departed the ruins for the day and returned to camp.

“What are ye still doin’ here?” Yamnomora had queried at the time. “I thought ye’d be fifty miles west o’ ’ere by now.”

“We thought we’d wait for the dawn,” Daijen had replied, offering her a strip of rabbit meat he had been cooking for just that moment—there was no better way to Yamnomora’s heart than through her stomach.

The dwarf had accepted the food and gone on to eat considerably more while the group talked about their lack of findings. Indeed, the moon was high by the time an air of resignation had permeated the camp.

“It jus’ seems such a waste,” Yamnomora complained. “We could put that treasure to good use.”

“We have funds aplenty,” Aphrandhor assured her, the wizard looking rather sleepy.

“We can spare another day or two,” Mordrith said, The Anther resting across her lap. “After that, we take the win o’ havin’ cut down some Skaramangians an’ move on.”

“Where will you go next?” Daijen asked.

Mordrith licked her lips and looked out into the night. “I would dare to return to Morthil,” she eventually answered, speaking of the dwarven realm.

“Truly?” The Vahlken knew she had avoided those mountains for years, afraid that she would put her husband and son in danger.

“It’s not for home that I would return,” the Underborn explained. “I’ve had to prise the truth from many Skaramangian lips, but the truth I now possess. There’s a dwarf by the name o’ Tharg—Lord Tharg. He’s cousin to the High King o’ Morthil. He’s also the highest rankin’ Skaramangian under those mountains. I think it’s abou’ time I saw to his end.”

Daijen nodded along, a solemn smile cutting his sharp cheeks. “I wish you good fortune and good hunting, daughter of Andal.”

“Will ye stay a while longer?”

The Vahlken looked beyond her, to where he knew the great hill and the smattering of ruins rested. “I think not. I feel out of place in Erador. I am able to move more freely in the west.”

“Are ye not regarded as a traitor in Andara?” Mordrith asked. “What with all that business during the Ankala.”

“No. Those that were brought against us at Ka’vairn were moved without notice of The Saible’s many ranks. The soldiers we fought, including their human slaves, were Skaramangians all. And my stealing the helm hasn’t been made public knowledge. As far as the people are concerned, the Helm of Ahnir remains in the palace. Vahlken are simply considered a dying breed,” he added sadly.

The Green Leaf shuffled against the log at his back. “Can you not make more? You saw the alchemical requirements upon The Valtorak’s flesh.”

Daijen swallowed, recalling the pyre that had reduced the master of Ka’vairn to ashes. “Perhaps one day,” he said. “What of you wizard?” he questioned, keen to move on from where he would go after Carstane. “Will you stay and plunder the ruins on your own?”

Aphrandhor sighed. “It pains me to leave such a site. There is so much history here. I just know there are secrets we’re not seeing. But I cannot ignore the tides of time. There is more work to be done, and it seems this place will only serve to distract me. I will stay another day or two as well, but then I shall make for the mainland. I have heard rumour of a hunter—a Kedradi ranger, if there’s any truth to it. He’s got the Skaramangians on the back foot, and I would know why.”

“A Kedradi and a ranger,” Daijen mused. “That would make for a formidable ally.”

“We’re a bit short on those these days,” Yamnomora remarked, her eyes already closed in preparation for sleep.

Daijen accepted the jibe with a smile. “I will take first watch tonight.”

“Sounds good to me,” The Green Leaf replied, pulling his hood low enough to hide his eyes.

Mordrith alone remained awake a while longer, her eyes fixed on the Vahlken. When she finally wrapped her blanket about her back and shoulders, the dwarf had some lasting words for him.

“Allies are always good to have,” she said wearily. “Friends are better. Don’t be a stranger, Daijen Saeth.”

Mordrith closed her eyes, aware, it seemed, that he would not be there when they awoke. Perhaps she even knew of his plan to return to the vault that very night, though it was doubtful she knew exactly why. Either way, the daughter of Andal was apparently content for him to go about his business—his hunt. His appreciation would have to go without thanks while he waited for her to fall into deep slumber.

And slumber she did.

It was with a quietude not to be believed of a creature so big as an Aegre that the pair departed the camp and returned to the ruins of Barad-Agin’s heirs. Time and care were required to make sure the countless coins didn’t spill over the edge of the vault’s threshold—he didn’t want to risk any more traps. His considerations paid off when, at last the hoard of gems and other great bounties had been stacked and piled enough to reveal the vault’s most valuable treasure.

Daijen stood with his back to the door, his eyes drinking in that which had been carved out of the stone floor.

A map.

Most of Erador was still buried beneath the ancient riches, but Andara was clear to see. It was crude as maps go, the corners of the world yet to have been discovered when hammer and chisel were applied to the stone. Daijen recognised the mountains and forests though, they that had stood for all time.

He examined the number of sigils on the map, noting the Dragon Riders to have claimed considerable territory. If he had to guess, the Vahlken would have said the map was made in the early days after Barad-Agin was defeated by Skara Pendain, when the latter was a hero to the people of Verda.

There was one sigil on the map, however, that was bigger than the rest, drawing Daijen’s attention to the far west, where The Eros Mountains cut from north to south. In one of the curves of those mountains, about halfway down, was the spider sigil of The First Wizard, Barad-Agin. The Vahlken tilted his head to read the name that arched around the sigil.

“The Ironbark,” he whispered into that cold place.

Daijen tapped the site with his finger. He had his next destination—the destination. The Ironbark had to be Barad-Agin’s stronghold of old, before he constructed Azad-guul on Nareene.

The Vahlken stood up and began the arduous task of replacing all the coins and various relics. He didn’t stop until the floor was concealed as it had been for so many millennia.

“Come along, old friend,” he said upon returning to Valyra’s side, the Aegre crouched so he could ascend to her saddle. “We’ve quite the journey ahead of us.”

Valyra flapped her wings of brown feather and launched into the night’s sky, her muscles eager to flex after days of lounging on the island. Daijen didn’t look back. As always, there was only forwards, his path now sure to see him collide with the Heirs of Agin.
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THE MATTER OF DWARVES


It was a blisteringly cold night in The Unadine, the forest held firmly in the freezing grip of winter. While Kassanda Grey could feel as much, she could see how chilly the night air was by the steam rising from the cluster of dwarves, who were mid debate.

Calling it a debate, however, was questionable. Kassanda had observed heated shouting matches, all of which ended in a fierce brawl, that were more tame than the dwarven exchange. They were, every one of them, red in the face, blustering, spitting, and growling in their native tongue.

Kassanda was sure to keep to herself, standing to one side and, notably, between the warring factions. Her sandy hood remained atop her head, her hands tucked with the embrace of her armpits. She was tall and lithe compared to her dwarven hosts, who jostled in their squat and broad manner.

I agree, Garganafan said, reading her feelings so acutely. They are a fascinating people and very much a part of our world. We have not given them enough of our time.

Or consideration, Kassanda replied. They are a powerful race, and worthy of having their say in how Verda is inhabited.

They just have to survive themselves first, the dragon quipped, watching the tempestuous debate from his resting place, a hundred yards away.

Indeed, the Rider agreed, her gaze shifting specifically to Yamnomora.

The red-headed dwarf still wielded The Anther, a point of great contention. Many, if not most, had rallied to her side in the wake of Grarfath’s departure with Baelon Vos. The smith’s last words had impacted his people significantly, be it for better or worse.

Those who had sided with the guild lords made allegations of heresy, spouting ancient texts and, ultimately, myths regarding Duun and the title of Hammerhold. The notion that a clan could be formed with that same title, that any and all might claim it, was seemingly blasphemy.

It was an excuse, and a weak one, Kassanda decided, to push back against the obvious support Grarfath and Yamnomora had garnered since their exodus from Morthil. It was also an excuse for the greedy guild lords to insist The Anther be handed over to them.

Yamnomora had no problem telling them as much. “Ye jus’ want it for yerself, Arcadius!” she fumed, pointing one stubby finger at the leader of the Boldbanes.

“That’s Guild Lord Arcadius to ye, lass!” the Boldbane snapped back.

Guild Lord Bo Kannis stepped forward and addressed those around Yamnomora. “How can ye follow one who has no respect for our traditions?”

“Ye’re forgettin’ our ways!” Guild Lord Yannik of the Redbraids piled on. “Our laws shouldn’ be left in Morthil! It’s up to us to uphold ’em! She should be punished for such insolence!”

One dwarf from Yamnomora’s camp jostled forwards to yell, “Take yer punishment an’ shove it up yer⁠—”

But his words were lost when another from the crowd bellowed, “Ye’re powerless ’ere!”

One of the armour-clad dwarves beside Arcadius snarled, “Ye’re leadin’ us to our doom!”

“Don’ think I don’ know why ye’re really afraid o’ the one who wields this hammer,” Yamnomora stated adamantly, her green eyes burning with righteousness as she faced all three guild lords. “They talk abou’ knowin’ our legends, aye?” she called out to the throng. “Then they know that the Hammerhold put the first king on Morthil’s throne, a throne they want, an’ a throne they fear Grarfath won’ give ’em!”

“Ye speak o’ archaic nonsense!” Arcadius hurled back.

Veins bulged against Yamnomora’s temples as she hefted her hammer. “It’s the same archaic nonsense ye would use to punish me—to punish all o’ us—an’ take The Anther for yerself!”

Anarchy followed, their arguments blending into a single uproarious noise. Tensions rose even further, their points of discussion descending into outright threats. Fists were soon shaken in faces and insults traded between the two parties. The inevitable crescendo would be bloody and violent.

Enough, Garganafan decreed.

I quite agree.

Kassanda approached the warring factions and lowered her hood as she passed under the canopy that sheltered the old tree stump. Her presence was enough to seal lips and divert eyes to her towering form. She stood before the dwarves in her dark, tooled leathers, a silvyr blade resting on her hip, and fine white dragon scales decorating her vambraces and pauldrons. For all the trappings of an accomplished warrior, it was her quiet and solemn aura that commanded their respect.

“A Rider’s no business ’ere,” Bo Kannis blurted, though the guild lord looked to retreat into himself under Kassanda’s gaze.

“You have all lost so much with the fall of Morthil,” the Rider began, doing her best to work her tongue around their harsh language. “Either side of the war and you might have received aid from east or west. Alas, the realms remain at odds and you, the good dwarves of this fair earth, find yourselves without a home in the middle of it. You cannot stay here, as you well know. You were seen entering this forest by Andarens and humans alike. It won’t be long before word spreads of your presence in The Unadine. You have already proved yourselves invaluable—to both sides—when it comes to weapons, armour, and machines of war. It won’t come down to a choice between Andara or Erador. Your skills will be exploited at the point of ten thousand swords. It’s just a question of who comes looking for you first.”

“Then where do we go?” came a question from the throng.

Kassanda held the moment, sparing a glance at Yamnomora. “I do not have the answer to that,” she admitted.

Dissent swallowed up the space she left, the guild lords riling up their fellow dwarves while Yamnomora called for calm on her side. More questions were hurled at the Dragon Rider, demanding that she explain why she would butt in on matters she couldn’t contribute to.

Garganafan flexed one of his wings, pushing it out just enough to apply some stress to a nearby tree. The wood creaked and snapped, the sound cutting through the dwarven noise. As the mob turned to regard the dragon, he was arching his mighty neck, lending his appearance a menacing height that brought silence once more to the gathering.

“I cannot say where best to lay dwarven roots,” Kassanda continued. “Nor should I. You, and you alone, know what is best for your people. But the east and west will close in. A forest is no place to set up a defence. Dwarves need stone, aye?” The Rider nodded along in the face of their silent agreement.

“While I can’t tell you where your journey ends, I can tell you where to go from here. Leave The Unadine and pass beyond White Tower. Take The Blooded Road east until you find The Dragon Path. Follow it north and you will soon arrive at Drakanan, home to my order. It is a mountain fortress that benefits from many defensible positions, and it has room enough for all of you inside its ancient halls. More importantly,” she revealed, “it is abandoned. You will face no opposition, and you have my and Garganafan’s blessing to stay as long as is needed.”

A spatter of mutterings and whispers ran throughout all of dwarvendom. It was clear that using buzzwords such as mountain fortress, defensible positions, ancient halls, and abandoned were enough to excite the desperate populace.

“That is most gracious of you, Master Grey,” Yamnomora replied earnestly on behalf of her people.

“Aye,” Guild Lord Arcadius interjected, “most gracious. But ye’re a fool if ye think we’re goin’ into the dragon’s den! We might be a little shorter than yerself, Master Grey, but that don’ mean we don’ see what’s goin’ on. Yer precious order is jus’ as divided as the realm itself. I for one ain’ goin’ anywhere that puts me square in the sights o’ that Baelon fella.” A ripple of nodding heads agreed with the Boldbane.

Kassanda took a breath, flexing her patience while Garganafan reminded her that she was dealing with dwarves. “Baelon and those loyal to him are camped north of here, and are likely to remain so until Grarfath repairs the weapon of power.”

“Ye heard her,” Yamnomora said. “Drakanan is abandoned.”

“Aye, but for how long?” Guild Lord Yannik queried. “What are we to do against dragons when they decide to reclaim Drakanan?”

“It won’t come to that,” Kassanda vowed.

Arcadius raised one of his bushy eyebrows. “Are ye to say we’ll ’ave yer protection, Master Grey? An’ that o’ yer dragon?”

The Rider made to reply only to realise that her journey demanded she continue north, a fact that might upend the perfectly reasonable suggestion that they take refuge in Drakanan. “Regrettably,” she began tentatively, “my task would have us part ways. I have business to conclude with the Dragonlord. But,” she announced sharply, seeing the guild lords on the verge of inciting another heated argument, “should you survive the journey to Drakanan, you will be safe from the reaching hand of Emperor Qeledred. Furthermore, so long as you are in Erador, I promise your safety will not be leveraged for skills and labour.”

“Ye can make no such promise,” Bo Kannis retorted. “Ye bow to the king like all else in the east.”

“An’ ye speak o’ bein’ safe against the Andarens,” Arcadius said. “Would that be the same lot who just invaded yer realm an’ marched back out again?”

“I make no false promises,” Kassanda declared, her temper flaring. “As ever, the dwarves of Verda must fend for themselves. We all know well enough that allies can become enemies as swift as the wind is to change. All I offer is a temporary refuge with stone walls, deep burrows, and an undrinkable supply of Old Lady’s Ale.”

Even the guild lords were stumped by the latter.

“Undrinkable, ye say?” Lord Yannik queried, licking his dry lips.

“We’d put that to the test!” came a hearty call from the crowd.

“Bah!” Arcadius snarled. “We’ll not welcome our doom for the sake o’ some human swill!”

Unlike before, he failed to gain much momentum from those around him, including his fellow guild lords.

Kassanda saw the opening to steer the populace in the right direction, but she knew it was not for her to steer. Instead, she locked eyes with Yamnomora and subtly nodded at the gathering, urging the dwarf to grab the opportunity.

Yamnomora resisted.

What is she doing? Garganafan asked gravely.

She wants to go north with us, Kassanda deduced. She wishes to save the smith.

That hammer must stay with the dwarves, the dragon insisted. Baelon must not have the opportunity to claim it.

“What say the Hammerhold?” the Rider questioned, though she deliberately projected her voice across the crowd. “They who wield The Anther! They who would uphold the traditions of the great Duun, son of Darl! Are you not to be the conscience of your people? As Duun once steered your people to the right path, so too must all of you! Follow the hammer! Follow your instincts! Follow your heart!”

With that, Kassanda Grey withdrew from the gathering, her hood soon replaced atop her bald head as she strode towards Garganafan. The Rider had done all she could.
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The night waned and the high moon with it. The dwarves had continued their discussions for hours more, the overall cadence rising and falling as tempers and passions interfered. Kassanda remained by her fire, merely observing from afar while she ate from the supplies kept in her saddle—she didn’t want to take from the dwarven rations.

Yamnomora’s footsteps could have been that of a bear.

“Apologies,” Kassanda said before the dwarf had even taken up a seat on the other side of the fire. “I know you would travel to Baelon’s camp and find Grarfath⁠—”

“Drop the dwarven tongue, would ye?” Yamnomora interrupted, glancing left and right. “Most can’t make heads or tails o’ yer language an’ I’d ’ave as few eavesdroppers as possible, thanks.”

Kassanda looked about, noting the eyes on them from afar. “Your people need guidance, and one afternoon in the company of those guild lords tells me it won’t be found in any of them.”

“Seein’ to Grarfath’s safe return ain’ the only thing that needs dealin’ with in that camp,” Yamnomora fumed. “There’s an Andaren who could do with havin’ his head caved in, a Dragonlord with a stick shoved so far up his backside he could serve as a mast on a ship, an’, oh aye, a boy destined to bring abou’ a time o’ dragons! Not to mention the Nimean in all this! Kitrana’s a prisoner o’ that ol’ goat. No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m needed up north.”

The fiery dwarf sighed, her head lolling about her chest in exasperation.

“An’ yet,” she continued drearily, “I ’ave agreed to lead these people to Drakanan.”

Kassanda kept her satisfaction to herself. “These people are your people, Yamnomora. And they need you now more than ever. They’re stuck up here, on the surface. They will wander like sheep to the slaughter unless someone who knows this world can show them how to traverse it. That’s you. How many decades did you accompany Mordrith across the realms? You have the experience they need. Get them to Drakanan.”

“I’m not even supposed to be ’ere, never mind Drakanan,” Yamnomora snapped.

“What do you mean?”

The dwarf twisted The Anther as it lay across her lap, her attention briefly taken by its many facets. “I told Grarfath I was leavin’. I were to take The Anther an’ Slait to Caster Hold to meet The Green Leaf an’ the rest o’ ’em. They’re off searchin’ for a lost weapon o’ power or some such,” she added with a shrug. “The wizard says we’re to build an arsenal o’ the things—sounds good to me, and damned if the old man ain’ always right. Anyway, it’s a long story. The Andarens got in our way, an’ this is what sideways looks like.”

She doesn’t know, Garganafan pointed out.

That same revelation had dawned on Kassanda too, opening like a pit in her gut. “Yamnomora, when did you and Grarfath part ways with Androma and the others?”

“A couple o’ days after Joran escaped ’em ruins, in The Giant’s Throat. Why?” she asked suspiciously.

The Rider paused before revealing, “I have seen Androma, and the ranger Cob.”

“Truly? Where?

“On Nareene,” Kassanda answered, trying to work out where to begin.

“Nareene?” Yamnomora echoed gravely. “What madness saw to that? They were makin’ for Taraktor when last I saw ’em.”

“A great deal has transpired since you parted ways.”

Yamnomora’s gaze was so intense Kassanda might have been convinced the dwarf was reading her mind.

“Tell me everythin’,” she demanded quietly.

Thanks to Garganafan’s eternal memory, Kassanda was able to retell events exactly as they had been told to her by Androma and Cob, thereby removing any second-hand errors. She covered their journey to Thedaria, Caster Hold, and took her time explaining the revelations of Taraktor before going on to explain the tragedy that unfolded in the dark of Azad-guul.

Yamnomora had said nothing, her expression hardly changing as she heard of Aphrandhor’s death or even the alarming news that The Dark One had been trapped all this time, behind millennia of memories, inside Gallien Drakalis’s mind.

When the Rider was finished, the dwarf asked a series of questions that simply ensured her full understanding of how The Dark One had returned and that there had never been any Dark Ones, their war with the Andaren gods no more than a Skaramangian fable. She double checked that it had been this Skara Pendain who had murdered The Green Leaf. It seemed, for a time, that she was resorting things in her mind, squaring the real enemy in her sights and shifting all else behind him.

“An’ where is he now, this… Skara Pendain?”

“I do not know,” Kassanda confessed. “Androma and Cob took up the hunt. Joran is my priority, just as your people should be yours. I’m sorry about The Green Leaf, I know you travelled together for some years, but you mustn’t let this cloud the road ahead.”

“How can it not?” Yamnomora spat, her eyes visibly glazed now. “Ye’re tellin’ me the Skaramangians did the very thing we’ve been fightin’ an’ dyin’ for all these years! I can’t walk away from that. Vengeance must be delivered, an’ I’m the one to see ’em get it. Oh aye! By the edge o’ me steel I’ll make this Skara fella wish he’d stayed buried in that smuggler’s thick skull.”

Kassanda let the dwarf rant and rave for a time, her anger bubbling out with nowhere to go.

“The world is a big place,” she eventually replied. “Even with The Anther to make it that much smaller, you have no starting point. You couldn’t aid Androma and Cob if you wanted to. You’re here, right now, where you’re really needed. Don’t give in to your hate and abandon them. Use it to see them survive.”

“I’m needed wherever the fight is!” Yamnomora growled, one defiant tear streaking free.

“There’s a fight coming,” the Rider assured her firmly. “If the visions of the Ankala are to be believed, the real war is about to begin. Get your people somewhere they can weather it,” she implored. “Do it now, Yamnomora, before The Dark One makes his move.”

Her words cut the dwarf, deflating the expanding bubble of rage in her. It was hard to say exactly when Yamnomora had stood up, but she sat back down again, her knuckles not quite so pale around The Anther now.

“He were a good man,” she uttered, eyes reflecting the flames of their fire. “He knew good an’ evil when he saw it. Ye’d be surprised how rare a thing that quality is. He’d always give ye the time o’ day—never too busy to hear ye out. He should o’ seen this war to its end. He deserved that much.”

“I’m sorry,” was all Kassanda could say.

The dwarf rubbed her eyes with a grubby finger and thumb. “I knew it were a long shot,” she bemoaned. “There’s always been so few o’ us fightin this fight. But this ain’ how it were supposed to go. We were supposed to stop all this before…” She trailed off, weighted beneath thoughts of defeat.

“There is no victory yet,” Kassanda countered. “Be it ours or the enemy’s. It’s all still to fight for.”

“But how many more are we goin’ to lose along the way?” Yamnomora asked. “How many more can we afford to lose? The enemy’s off the leash, an’ those who stand to oppose ’im either don’ even know abou’ ’im or they’re in league with ’im. So few o’ us know the truth.”

“I see enough strength in you to oppose him on behalf of us all,” Kassanda offered. “But first you must lend that strength to those who don’t have it,” she said, deliberately looking beyond to the many dwarves scattered throughout The Unadine.

Yamnomora nodded along, if resentfully. “An’ ye’ll bring Grarfath back with ye an’ all?” she appealed. “There’s too many ’ere who see ’im as… somethin’ else. He saved a lot o’ ’em in Morthil. An’ he got us this far.” The dwarf shook her head again. “That stupid smith’s only gone an’ made ’imself important.”

“I will do everything in my power to see him free of Baelon Vos.” Kassanda hesitated, sharing a brief look with Garganafan. “I would ask something of you as well.”

A notch of curiosity managed to peek out from beyond her grief. “Then ask it, Dragon Rider.”

Rather than immediately ask her, Kassanda stood up and bade the dwarf to follow her south, just outside of the dwarven perimeter. There she revealed to Yamnomora the large cart and wooden tomb Garganafan had snatched from the battlefield.

The lid creaked as the dwarf lifted it out of place. Her usual expression of knotted muscle relaxed into utter surprise.

“They did it then,” she remarked, her eyes wandering up and down the enormous skeleton inside. “They took this from The Silver Trees?”

“Yes. It was likely to be taken to the warlocks west of The Gap.”

“So… if the gods an’ the Dark Ones an’ all that were made up, what the hell is this?”

Kassanda could only shrug. “I have no idea. But it’s still important enough to send an army behind enemy lines. That means it must be of value to… what is it your people called him? The Talakin?”

“The Talakin, the Eikor, the Dark One… Skara Pendain. Whatever his name is, he’s goin’ to meet me wrath all the same.” Yamnomora let the lid fall back into place. “What are ye doin’ with it then?”

“I don’t know yet. But I would ask that you take it with you to Drakanan. Keep prying eyes away. If anyone asks, tell them it’s Rider business.”

“Can do,” the dwarf said, jumping down from the cart.

“Thank you, Yamnomora, daughter of…” The Rider’s words couldn’t help but fade away, her knowledge where the stout warrior was concerned having run dry at her first name.

The dwarf gave a mirthless laugh. “I suppose we were never properly introduced, even all those years ago.”

“Mordrith Underborn cast something of a long shadow,” Kassanda commented.

“Aye, that she did.” Yamnomora held out one hand in greeting. “The name’s Yamnomora, daughter o’ Dhenaheim. I suppose I’m… o’ the Hammerhold clan now.”

The Rider grinned and clasped the dwarf’s forearm. “Well met, daughter of Dhenaheim.”

“I pray the old gods be with ye, Master Grey. Bring Grarfath home.”

Kassanda nodded her understanding. “I bid you safe journey from this forest. Remember, The Blooded Road to The Dragon’s Path⁠—”

“Then north to Drakanan,” Yamnomora interjected as they began to part ways. “I won’ forget.”

The Dragon Rider paused. “Oh, and I apologise in advance,” she called out. “It was a particularly hot afternoon some summers back, but Garganafan drank every keg of Old Lady’s Ale in one sitting.”

Yamnomora stopped in her tracks and swivelled on the spot. “It’s all gone?” she cried.

Kassanda didn’t turn back, a tight smile hidden on her face.

“Are ye serious? Kassanda! Are ye… It’s all gone?”
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MAGIC


Seated in the snow, surrounded by so many trees that there was naught but forest in every direction, Joran struggled to remember a time when the world had been so quiet.

The cold northern breeze blew between the naked branches, gliding silently over the blanket of snow that covered the forest floor. There were neither birds singing nor animals rustling in search of food or shelter.

It was as if a void had swallowed him whole, a chasm in which he now sat cross-legged at the very bottom.

Then there was Morgwyn.

The young dragon neither cared nor understood that he was trying to meditate on his new-found bond with magic. And so Morgwyn crunched through the snow, his every step a hammering blow to Joran’s concentration.

He couldn’t help but open his eyes when he felt the pressure of the dragon’s head in his lap. Morgwyn’s dark purple body looked so much smaller than it really was curled up in the snow, his head and short horns nestled comfortably on his companion.

“Focus,” Baelon’s voice purred.

The Dragonlord was seated opposite him, his legs similarly crossed and black cloak fanned over the snow behind him. His thick but well-maintained beard continued to catch the soft falling snow, each flake adding to his white hair.

It was yet another detail about his surroundings that Joran knew he was supposed to be ignoring.

“For the rest of your days,” Baelon uttered, “magic will flow through Morgwyn and into you. You must recognise its presence. Feel it. See it. Master it. Shut your eyes, Joran, and you will come to see that it cocoons you like a second skin.”

As instructed—again—Joran closed his eyes and did his best to let his mind go blank. He imagined invisible torrents of multi-coloured magic swirling and dancing about him. He envisioned strands of the same ethereal substance branching off and tethering him to Morgwyn.

Joran’s imagination failed to hold onto the picture when a droning noise interrupted his concentration. He opened his left eye to spy the Dragonlord, wondering what his reaction would be to the disruption, only to discover that Baelon was oblivious to it.

Where was it coming from?

The noise continued, rising and falling now like the humming of a song. It was with excitable revelation that Joran located the source of the sound.

Morgwyn was humming!

It was the only explanation as to why Baelon couldn’t hear it, and, indeed, the humming had the soft tones of a younger voice. In his mind, Joran picked up the melody, recognising it as the same tune he had been humming for days.

It was glorious to hear Morgwyn’s voice, even if he was still too immature to form words. The sound of it pulled him in all the more, and he soon lost himself to the gentle hum of his companion.

For so simple a thing, Morgwyn’s voice was apparently what his life had been missing, for, in that moment, he felt more complete, more his true self, than he had ever before.

“Joran.” Baelon’s voice was like that of the snapping cold. “You’re humming,” he pointed out, somewhat irritated.

Joran cleared his throat, unaware that he had audibly joined in with the dragon. “Apologies, Master.”

Baelon sighed. “I forget your age,” he admitted. “It’s hard to quieten your mind at seventeen. Alas, it is not an excuse you can afford, Joran. Your Vahlken inheritance will only add to the enhancements that come with being a Dragon Rider, making you that much more formidable than either one, but the level of magic you now have access to makes you dangerous in ways that dwarfs those abilities.”

The Dragonlord held out his right hand, palm up, and conjured a living flame from nowhere. It flickered over his palm, not quite touching his glove. Doing the same with his left hand, he then summoned a light so bright it concealed his fingers until it settled into a miniature storm of lightning.

“With naught but a thought and a gesture, you can burn the world now. And what you see here is but a whisper of the magic at your disposal. You must learn how to wield it. How to defend against it. You must also learn your limitations.”

Baelon closed both fists and the spells were extinguished, leaving wisps of smoke to trail from his hands.

“Overextend your skill with a blade and it will cut you. Magic is the same. Even bonded to a dragon, every conduit to the Realm of Magic has a plateau. Should you reach it, your body will shut off to the flow of it. The consequences that follow vary from person to person, but they are never good, and some of them are permanent.”

Before his head could spin out of control, Joran simply asked, “The Realm of Magic?”

Baelon maintained an intense gaze a moment longer. “It is a secret among our order. Even the Jainus are blind to the truth of it, and a good thing that is considering their meddling nature.”

“It’s a… a real place?”

“As real as Verda,” Baelon confirmed. “’Tis a plane of existence that resides beyond our sight and touch, yet it is so close as to overlap our own world. While we cannot pierce that veil physically. Those of us who are conduits—people who have a natural affinity for magic—are able to channel the overspill if you will.

“Dragons are the most powerful of all living conduits,” he continued, looking at Morgwyn in Joran’s lap. “They amplify our abilities in every way, which is why we don’t require the presence of Demetrium like the Jainus do.”

Joran needed some time to get his head around the fact that there was another realm beyond Verda, but he didn’t have that time sitting before the Dragonlord. Instead, he ploughed forwards with his questions while Morgwyn continued to hum that same tune in the back of his mind.

“How do we… overextend?” he asked, his question coming from a place of fear where his bond with Morgwyn was concerned.

“Therein lies the importance of spellcraft,” Baelon replied. “There exists a language between the worlds—a language they share. While that particular language rests beyond our knowledge, there prevails a derivative which allows us to take the magic we harness and construct something more precise out of it.”

Joran blinked.

The Dragonlord extended his right arm, his open palm facing the gap between the trees. A jet of fire leapt from his hand, disturbing Morgwyn. The flames grew and grew, lashing at the forest with unbridled fury. The fire soon lost its shape and transformed into something else, a form of pure energy that couldn’t decide whether it would drink all the colour from the world or cast it out.

Everything in its path was subject to destruction, the trees blasted from their roots, the snow melted with the churning of the soil, and the rocks reshaped into charred lumps.

Baelon closed his fist again and brought the magic to an end. Morgwyn was left feeling irritable, as if the display had jarred with his own innate magic. It didn’t help that the dragon was always wary of Baelon, the man who caused them both pain.

“Raw magic,” the Dragonlord said, naming the demonstration. “You have seen it before, yes? When Morgwyn grew in size and nearly killed you.” He held up his hand, examining it as if he could see some power still lingering there.

“It feels intoxicatingly infinite,” he went on, “as if the very power of the sun resided inside your chest. It’s right there at your fingertips, a power so ruinous it could annihilate all life on Verda.

“You must learn the words that allow us to reshape that raw magic. With this knowledge you can conjure all manner of magic to assist you in life. This requirement is the one thing we actually have in common with the Jainus.”

“I have to learn another language?” Joran muttered hopelessly to himself.

“As a Dragon Rider, you must learn every language,” Baelon informed him. “But there will be time for that. As for this language, I will instruct you personally. Hold out your hand,” he ordered.

Joran hesitated. Magic was more than just a dream, it bordered on being a nightmare. Growing up with Gallien had instilled him with that fear, the smuggler having seen the Jainus perform terrible spells on people. More than that, wielding magic felt as unreal as being bonded to a dragon had once been.

Still, he knew better than to keep Baelon Vos waiting.

“Fire is the way of the Dragon Rider,” the Dragonlord declared, looking at Joran’s palm as he mirrored the gesture with his own hand. “Yala,” he intoned.

Fire sprouted from thin air but remained contained within the grip of his glove.

“Say it,” he commanded.

Joran licked his lips and glanced nervously at Morgwyn. The dragon could offer naught but intense violet eyes, an almost perfect reflection of Joran’s.

“Yala,” he said.

His skin tingled for a fraction of a second as an unseen surge of energy rushed through him, ending in his open hand.

The sudden appearance of flames was nothing short of a fright. Joran jumped back but the fire followed him, tethered to his palm by invisible strands of magic. Fearing its burning touch, he shook his hand, spitting the fire across the forest.

Morgwyn was now on all fours, but it seemed the dragon couldn’t decide whether Joran was in trouble or playing with him. Either way, Morgwyn was oblivious to the flaming tree behind him.

Baelon’s hands closed around Joran’s, forcing him to create a fist. The spell was ended immediately, allowing the Dragonlord to turn his attention to the burning tree.

With fingers outstretched, his left hand looked to be reaching out for the growing flames. Perhaps that was exactly what he was doing, the fire ensnared by an unseen extension of his will, for when he slowly closed his hand, the flames died with it.

When only the smoke remained, he faced Joran once more. “You see the need for practice, yes?”

Joran was too busy scrutinising his hand to answer. It seemed impossible that the fire hadn’t burned him. He hadn’t even felt the heat of it.

“Resume your position,” the Dragonlord commanded of him, his voice so overbearing as to steal Joran’s attention. “Close your eyes.”

Joran placed a heavy hand on Morgwyn’s head, a call for calm. The dragon enjoyed his touch, a fact that resounded across their bond, before he settled beside him in the snow.

“Now you have some idea of what magic feels like,” Baelon said. “Search for it. Feel its ebb and flow. Understand how it moves, where it comes from. When you’re ready, conjure the flame again.”

Silence reigned over The Unadine once more.

Joran thought of the inexplicable tingle that had surged through his body and into his hand. In his mind, he traced it back, trying to recall where it had originated.

His imagination liked to believe that it had come from his heart, ever the source of one’s courage and sense of self. But he knew it hadn’t come from there. Even though he had felt the power move into his hand, it hadn’t been born of just one place inside him.

It had come from every part of him.

The magic had responded to his call, exciting and chilling every bone in his body until it culminated in his hand—in fire.

How wrong he had first imagined it. Magic didn’t swirl and coalesce around him and Morgwyn. It manifested like a spring, a well of power that sprouted from within, as if the doorway to the Realm of Magic was hidden somewhere deep inside his body.

Inside his bones.

Joran’s lips parted, preparing to declare the word for fire.

“Say it in your mind,” Baelon instructed first. “See the word clearly. Feel it. Mould it. Command it.”

The flames could be seen through his eyelids, the heat kissing his skin. Joran opened his eyes to see the spell alive in his palm, the fire lightly dancing above his hand.

The wonder of it was reflected in Morgwyn’s big purple eyes. Encouraged, if not inspired, the young dragon turned away and looked to be regurgitating on air, his chest heaving and throat rippling. It sounded as if the dragon was choking, hissing even.

Notably wary, Baelon’s attention shifted from Joran’s display to Morgwyn by their side, his left hand coming up into a tight fist.

Morgwyn issued a single growl before trying again, only this time he spat a clear liquid across the ground. The snow sizzled and steamed, showing clearly where his spit had landed. The dragon was left licking his snout, though his aura spoke to Joran of disappointment, a feeling that almost overwhelmed him, forcing the emotion upon him.

Baelon lowered his fist. “Even dragons have to practice as we do, though they all learn to master⁠—”

Fire exploded from Morgwyn’s jaws, tearing through the ground just as Baelon’s spell had done, only the flames spread that much faster, licking at the roots of trees. The Dragonlord raised his fist again, constructing a shield at the last second. Wild flames and intense waves of heat impacted the invisible barrier, revealing its spherical shape in a collision of colours.

Joran closed his fist, ending the meagre flames he had created, and started forwards on his knees. “Morgwyn!” he snapped. He said so much more through their bond, sharing his feelings of concern with his young companion.

Morgwyn clamped his jaw shut, and the jet of fire ceased. Again, Baelon called on his own magic to extinguish the flames and prevent them from spreading throughout The Unadine.

The dragon’s head swivelled towards Joran, their violet eyes locked as one. There existed a brief pause while the two exchanged raw emotions, their thoughts reduced to no more than feelings. Elation then swelled in both of them, a wellspring of joy so powerful it erased—if only for a moment—the heartbreak and pain that had become a close companion.

Morgwyn bound on his back legs and slammed into Joran, throwing them both into a roll through the snow. Joran laughed, revelling in the astounding fact that they had produced their first flames at the same time. He laughed all the more when the dragon’s warm tongue curled up his cheek and matted his white hair. Morgwyn nuzzled his snout into Joran’s neck again and again, a choking guttural noise resounding from somewhere inside his armoured chest.

“Enough!” Baelon Vos barked, on his feet now.

Morgwyn scrambled to detach from Joran and turn on the Dragonlord, ready, it seemed, to meet the Rider in battle. Baelon remained as he was, as unfazed as a man confronted by a puppy and not a killing machine with claws comparable to daggers.

“Discipline is the foundation upon which we stand,” the Dragonlord announced. “Immortality is the greatest gift, a fact that will make you the envy of all. Many will try to rob you of it. It is the vigorous discipline of every Rider and dragon that keeps the centuries ahead evergreen.”

Joran sheepishly stood up and brushed the snow from his clothes. “We were just…” He looked around as if the word he was looking for would reveal itself. “Celebrating,” he finally said with a shrug.

“Celebrating?” Baelon echoed, a note of disbelief about him. “You’re more likely to kill yourselves or each other with what you have achieved today. Not that you need as much to see to your end. Celebrating is quite enough…”

A pit opened in Joran’s stomach as he watched Baelon’s gaze flit beyond them. As one, the companions turned around and discovered the enormous brown bear staring at them from between the trees. Their tumble through the snow had masked its arrival, and their moment of joy, shortly followed by the potential threat of Baelon, had prevented Morgwyn’s naturally acute senses from detecting the predator.

Seen now, the bear roared with such clout that it drowned anything Morgwyn had managed to date. Joran’s hand patted his hip in search of a sword that wasn’t there, his eyes never daring to stray from the bear.

“You see now the consequence of distraction,” Baelon lectured casually, his hands clasped behind his back.

Joran gritted his teeth, ignoring the jibe. Instead, he thought of the word for fire in his mind and began moulding it into something considerably larger than a mere flame. It was hard to focus, however, upon hearing the charging steps of an angry bear. It growled and snarled, advancing at a speed he had never imagined the animal to be capable of.

Morgwyn was faster, his own focus as sharp as the teeth he bared.

“No!” Joran yelled, but the dragon was little more than a dark purple blur.

At speed, Morgwyn curled around the trees and intercepted the bear halfway. Only then could their startling difference in size be seen, and damned if the bear didn’t absolutely dwarf the dragon. Morgwyn was bigger than any dog, and his wings and tail lent to his proportions, but the bear was a towering barrel of muscle and aggression.

With a fierce growl, the bear swiped at Morgwyn with one powerful arm and five unforgiving claws. The dragon was caught across the face and sent reeling with five red streaks having torn through the scales on his cheek.

Joran started forward without a plan or a weapon, his need to fight beside Morgwyn more pressing than reason. He made it no more than a step before one of Baelon’s gloved hands gripped his shoulder, holding him back.

“You have neither blade nor magic,” the Dragonlord reminded him. “This fight is Morgwyn’s alone.”

“It’ll kill him!”

The dragon had already recovered from the initial blow and had flicked his tail one way—distracting the bear—before leaping upon and over its shoulder to dig sharp claws into his foe’s back. The bear roared and fell to the ground, throwing Morgwyn free, only to clamp its unyielding snout shut with the long bone of a wing inside. Morgwyn cried out, his body seized at an awkward angle. Still, the young dragon wasn’t to give up.

He tilted his neck and spat from his glands. The liquids failed to mix appropriately and splashed across the bear’s face as no more than a hot irritant. It was enough, however, to convince the bear to release the wing, staggering back.

“Morgwyn carries his mother’s instincts,” Baelon explained, his hand still fixed to Joran’s shoulder. “They will serve him well until he has experience of his own, but those same instincts tell him he’s an apex predator. It’s good for him to learn this lesson now.”

“What lesson?” Joran snapped.

“That there are things out there that can kill a dragon,” he replied ominously.

Morgwyn dashed in and scored a flurry of strikes across the bear’s face and neck before taking a bit out of its right arm. Fighting for its life, the bear gnashed its jaws at the dragon, putting Morgwyn back a step and allowing the bear enough space to take another swipe, hammering his head with another paw of claws.

Morgwyn then disappeared, buried beneath the bear that fell upon him. Jaws and claws ravaged his young body, his tail thrashing to no avail and a single wing flapping helplessly to one side.

Joran could feel that helplessness, as if a vast an icy pit had begun to expand between them, thinning their bond. Morgwyn’s pain was his own, but Joran heard the dragon’s agony echoing inside his mind, scratching at his skull.

His heart pounding in his ears, Joran shrugged off Baelon’s hand with ease and bolted into a dead sprint. His every stride was magnitudes beyond the capabilities of an ordinary man, perhaps even a Rider. With that same strength he dived, sailing through the air like a spear of vengeance.

Gone was any concern for himself. There was no pain. There was no death. There was only the thing that existed between him and Morgwyn, and nothing was allowed to exist if it could come between them. And so, Joran slammed into the bear’s back, his arms slipping around its neck.

It was all a blur thereafter, a storm of pain, grunts, and savage cries. He didn’t even remember picking up the broken branch, just as he didn’t recall ripping off the bear’s lower jaw, its canines having severely punctured his hand.

Joran stood still, his chest heaving and face splashed with blood. His violet eyes stared at the animal lying dead at his feet, a solid branch shoved down its jagged throat. He spared his kill no more than a few seconds before turning his attention on Morgwyn.

The dragon hadn’t moved from where the bear had pinned him. His thoughts, while little more than impressions, were distant now. Joran scanned his companion’s body, dismayed to see so many wounds, most of which were actively bleeding.

Baelon’s approach could be heard in the crunching of snow behind them. Joran whipped his head around, a desperate plea on his face.

“Can I heal him? With magic?”

The Dragonlord continued to stare at Joran’s blood-spotted face, glancing now and then at the dead bear beside them.

“Can I heal him?” Joran exclaimed.

“Healing magic is among the hardest of spells to master. All too often does it go awry. I can only imagine the ramifications of trying to heal a different species.”

“I have to help him!”

“These wounds cannot kill the son of Malliath,” Baelon said confidently. “He need only rest.” The Dragonlord turned to leave. “Come,” he bade.

Joran floundered, torn between the command and his injured companion. “I can’t leave him!”

“Then bring him,” Baelon instructed without halting.

Joran regarded Morgwyn’s considerable form, seeing his companion for the great weight that he was. “How?” he uttered, eyes glazed.

The Dragonlord stopped, turned back, and glanced once more at the dead bear. “Pick him up,” he said simply.

Still unaccustomed to his new-found Vahlken brawn, Joran struggled to gauge what lay within the realm of his strength. Only a few days ago, the thought of picking up Morgwyn was preposterous, but there was now a bear growing cold beside him, killed by his hands and naught else.

Though cumbersome given his limbs, wings, and tail, Joran was astounded to discover that he could scoop Morgwyn up in both arms. He hated how limp the dragon felt, his vitality having waned under the bear’s assault. He might have continued to fear for his life were it not for Baelon’s assurances to the contrary. It still tore him up to see his companion so defeated.

A thought unravelled in his mind, stopping him from trailing the Dragonlord.

“What was the real lesson?” he questioned, seeing now that Morgwyn would have been killed had he not intervened, a fact that would have made the apparent lesson entirely pointless.

Baelon Vos raised his chin a notch, a hint of respect gleaming behind his cold eyes. “That he needs you just as much as you need him. ’Tis a lesson every dragon must learn. So too must every Rider learn that their fortitude does not—cannot—come from their dragon. We must stand on our own two feet. We must be just as fierce as they are. Any Rider that relies on the presence of their dragon to see their duty fulfilled has already failed to uphold our tenets. It is that unwavering conviction that grants us unyielding authority. What fruit is born of this?”

Joran didn’t hesitate anymore. “Unending victory,” he declared.
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QALANQATH


It was with a great stirring of emotions that Cob looked upon the sandy red mountains of The Gold Rise. Curving around Erador’s southern coast, they formed a horseshoe so grand in scale that only a god could observe their shape. Nestled within that jagged arch was the sun-baked desert of Qalanqath, where storms alone could churn its great waves of coarse sand.

Like so many thousands of Kedradi before him, the ranger knew the mountains and sand as home, where he had been born and raised. That perception was tainted, however, by the history of his people, a history that spoke of Kanofell and the great spires that had once stood proud at the base of Mount Nuvata.

Qalanqath and its surrounding mountains should never have been their home. They were blacksmiths and fishermen. They were artists and poets. They were islanders and seafarers. They had been reduced to survivors, desert-dwellers whose traditions were daily reminders of their ancestors’ crimes and what they had lost as a result.

And so the ranger beheld the familiar land with relief and resentment, each vying for control.

“I can feel the sand in the breeze,” Androma remarked, rubbing her finger and thumb together.

“We are faced by the western walls of The Gold Rise,” Cob informed her, his dark eyes roaming the seemingly endless horizon of mountains.

“Then we must head north,” the old Rider suggested. “We can curl around the top and enter the desert from there.”

“No need,” the Kedradi told her, adjusting the cumbersome Yalaqin on his back. “I know of a mountain pass that will allow us to cut through to the heart of Qalanqath. It will shave days and nights off our journey.”

“Then I shall follow the ranger.”
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While days and nights were, indeed, shaved off their journey, days and nights were still required to cross the remaining distance and penetrate the stalwart mountains. The heat clung to them, drawing sweat from their slick skin even in the shadows of The Gold Rise. It was familiar to Cob, if unwelcome, but Androma threatened their water supply until they came across the first of several hidden springs he knew to visit.

Their horses drank and rested, both having come from lands around Thedaria, where the climate was considerably fairer. Androma looked to benefit from the same, her weariness only just beginning to show through. The Kedradi was reminded that his companion was older than when he had first met her, many years previously, and she had been old then.

“Time is catching up with me,” Androma stated one morning, before they were due to set off again.

Cob used his boot to put out the remnants of their fire, his gaze cast over the old Rider. The dirt and grit from their long journey were determined to endure in the crevices of her face and the web of lines that sprouted out from behind her blindfold.

“There’s so much I can’t recall anymore,” she went on, her dry voice cracking. “I used to know every one of… every one of Maegar’s scales. There are days now when I fail to recall his face.” The old Rider sighed. “Five hundred years… I can feel it all slipping away like sand.” She appeared to be demonstrating as much, having scooped up a handful from between her feet, the sand filtering through her fingers with the sound of a hushing whisper.

“You still have your wits about you,” Cob reminded her. “And how many your age can say they stopped a Vahlken in their tracks? I saw you fighting Slait in the Ruins of Gelakor. Everything that you were is still in there, Androma. Even time cannot take that from you.”

She nodded solemnly, though it seemed the old Rider didn’t agree.

The ranger picked up The Green Leaf’s staff and tapped the end against the small rock she was sitting on. “You still have a war to fight,” he said. “For Aphrandhor’s sake, you must see it through, so that you might taste something of the life that comes after.”

“I’ve no interest in what follows. I’ve already sampled the very best this life has to offer. But I’ll be damned if I don’t see this war to its end,” she added, locating the staff and rising from the rock. “How close are we to your people?”

Cob moved to untether Androma’s horse and secure her belongings before she climbed into the saddle. “Close enough to have been spotted already,” he reported, thinking of the lone Kedradi he had observed from a distance. “But I’m afraid we must take a detour.”

“The drums?” the old Rider enquired.

The ranger cocked his head, listening for that dreaded beat, that pounding of blood in his ears. Nothing. But he had lived with the curse long enough to know that he had little more than a day before that changed.

“I seek to get ahead of it,” he told her. “It’ll only add a few hours to our journey.”

“You’ll hear no arguments from me. I’d rather keep company with a sane ranger than a mad one.”

As Verda’s merciless sun reached for its apex, the two companions rode out across the velvety sands of Qalanqath, leaving the rugged terrain of The Gold Rise in their wake. The ground shifted this way and that with the drifting winds that glided over the soft surface.

Both Cob and Androma had sense enough to ride out with their hoods raised, their only shield against the sun. There was nothing to be done about the heat, a relentless force unto itself, always urging them to remove layers of clothing.

A few miles out from the western mountains, the dunes gave way to a large wedge of craggy rock and precipitous sheets of reddish stone. Dotted around the sloping hillock were smaller outcroppings of equally sharp rock and patches of hard ground.

“Why have we stopped?” Androma asked.

“We’re here.”

The old Rider kept to her saddle, stuck in a world of darkness. “This awful heat and dry air has sapped me,” she confessed. “It’s keeping my heart to a lazy beat.”

Cob went on to describe the terrain before them, leaving Androma just as inquisitive as to why they were there.

“This is Draven territory,” the ranger declared, jumping down from his saddle.

“Draven? As in the beasts whose bones can withstand the edge of steel?”

“The very same.”

“Your weapons are borne of this creature, yes?”

“They are,” Cob replied, his voice low and deeper now, his mind sinking into the depths of the hunter.

“You couldn’t have tracked down a lone Sandstalker? They, at least, can be broken.”

“There’s no such thing as a lone Sandstalker,” the ranger informed her, his gaze scrutinising every shadow cast by the uneven rock. “If I find one, I find a hundred, and I don’t fancy starting a fight with a hundred Sandstalkers.”

The Kedradi removed Yalaqin from his back and secured it to his saddle before going on to retrieve the scimitar hanging from his belt. He ploughed the weapon of Draven bone into the sand and let it stand there while he took his bow in hand and nocked an arrow.

He let it fly, and high at that.

The sound of it cut through the quietude of the desert. The soft whistle was contrasted by the loud knock when it impacted a slab of hard ground at the base of the hill. A hunk of that same ground came to life only a few feet away from where the arrow landed.

The Draven had revealed itself and for no prize at all. Cob abandoned his bow immediately, the weapon of no use in the fight to come. Instead, he hefted his scimitar, the blade crafted from the ribcage of a monster almost identical to the one that now prowled the flat land.

On four legs, its lizard-like claws tapped against the solid ground. A single swipe would part Cob head from shoulders. Out behind it swished a whipping tail powerful enough to heave the mace of rough bone at the end. Much like its front claws, the tail could decapitate men as easily as it could crush bone to powder.

If they weren’t weapons enough, its mouth was large enough to accommodate a horse’s head, and it was all fangs save for the meaty tongue, a tubular wad of muscle perfectly designed to suck every drop of fluid from its victim before its teeth went on to devour the body.

Making Dravens all the more formidable, they were just as defensibly equipped as they were offensively equipped. There wasn’t so much as an inch of their body that wasn’t protected by a coating of armoured plates, including their tail. While these plates had adapted to blend in with Qalanqath’s sandy red, they had also prevented the creatures from growing a set of usable eyes.

That didn’t mean the Draven wasn’t well aware of the ranger who had disturbed its slumber.

Like the rattlesnakes, who knew to steer clear of the area, the Draven began to emit a warning sign, its many plates clapping together in a hypnotic ripple from head to tail. The horses stomped nervously and threatened to bolt.

Androma’s head twitched. It seemed the Draven’s clacking rattle was enough to bring her heart rate up and severely sharpen her remaining senses.

The old Rider frowned. “I can taste it.”

“It can taste you,” Cob told her gravely. “It has no eyes, but it can taste the sweat on your skin.”

“It wishes to drain us,” Androma concluded.

“It’s thirsty work surviving out here.” The ranger placed one hand against his companion’s leg, halting her dismount. “Stay here. I have to go alone.”

“I can sense every inch of that thing, Cob. It’s a mature Draven.”

“I know.”

“That means it’s very good at what it does,” she pointed out gravely.

“So am I.”

With his bone scimitar in hand, the ranger moved away from Androma and the horses but was sure to walk out wide rather than approach the monster directly. The Draven’s tapping plates increased in their tempo as it pivoted to track him. Still, it looked distracted, its head tilting repeatedly towards the others, its rounded tongue quivering between its teeth.

It was the horses, Cob understood. They possessed considerably more fluids than a human, and their foamy sweat coated the outside of their bodies. Collectively, both horses would provide far more than a mature Draven required, but that wouldn’t stop it from killing both of them.

Yet the Kedradi was an easy meal as far as the beast was concerned. Its senses would discern a smaller version of the horses—a foal—that had wandered from the protection of its parents. That was the problem every apex predator faced when hunted by a human; they didn’t see them for the real threat they posed.

Cob decided he would entice the monster all the more, though mustering a mouthful of saliva was no easy task. With wet lips, he spat on the hard ground.

The Draven couldn’t resist.

A flat-out charge saw the creature blur across the desert with frightening speed. Confusing the monster again, the Kedradi broke into his own charge rather than turning to flee. When they met, the ranger was much closer than the Draven had anticipated, a fact that staggered its attack. Making it that much harder for the beast, Cob darted to the side at the last second and jumped into a section of the rocky outcropping, allowing him to push off with a single boot and correct his course.

In the midst of that dangerous manoeuvre, the ranger swung down and hard with his scimitar. The sloped curve on the end of the weapon hooked perfectly beneath one of the armoured plates on the Draven’s back and yanked it free with the aid of the monster’s momentum.

The Draven skidded to a stop with a sharp hiss elicited from between its fangs. It clawed at the ground, aggravated by the loss of a plate no bigger than a man’s hand, but also by the confounding prey. Cob rolled his wrist, bringing the scimitar up and ready for the next encounter, but his attention was fixed on the patch of hide now visible on his quarry’s back.

With his free hand, the Kedradi claimed the elegantly curved dagger on his belt. The Wither bone couldn’t boast the durability of any Draven bone, but it was still sharp enough to plunge easily through the exposed hide. Hanging from its pommel were three feathers, purple, blue, and red, each plucked from one of the colourful birds that called The Gold Rise home. They were the colours of House Thayne—his colours.

The Draven rattled from head to tail and charged again, slow to understand that its prey was no babe at all. Cob adjusted his grip on both weapons, the dagger pointed down while the scimitar remained upright. He had already repositioned his feet and angled his hips to conform to the unorthodox combat style of the Tongal Monks. He had only to execute the counterattack.

With its front legs outstretched and claws flexed, the Draven speared through the air with the intention of ensnaring its meal. Again, the ranger was not where the beast had known him to be.

As those hooked claws should have been sinking into his skin, Cob was flipping horizontally over the top of the Draven, his body spinning rapidly to perform three complete spins. Upon completing his first spin, the Wither bone had stabbed directly into the exposed hide, spilling blood. His second orientation allowed him to, once again, hook the end of the scimitar under another panel on the monster’s back. The third and final twist peeled the armour off and brought him down neatly to his feet.

As predicted, the monster flicked its tail, the bulbous knot of bone on the end missing Cob by inches as he dropped to one knee.

The Draven shuddered and hammered its tail into the ground, unaccustomed to pain. Blood continued to spill from the wound on its back, trickling between the other plates of reddish armour. Still, it turned to face him with that insatiable hunger, a thirst even, that drowned out any warning that it faced another predator.

Cob didn’t see a predator. He just saw the monster that had killed his little brother.

It birthed old echoes of rage in him and saw the ranger advance against his better judgement. He knew Dravens were more easily dispatched when allowed to charge over short distances, but he wanted to hurt it. He swung the scimitar one way, catching the monster across the face, before swiping his dagger the other way, slicing through its thick tongue.

Blood splashed across the hot ground and the beast retaliated with a clawing swipe. Cob, however, was already pivoting on one heel, taking him out to the side where he struck again. The blow chimed against the panels covering the Draven’s ribs, but his strength wasn’t nearly enough to budge the creature.

In came that wicked tail.

The hard bone clipped the ranger’s shoulder and flipped him over onto his back. Saved by his one and only pauldron, Cob retained use of his arm and was able to scramble out of the way before that tail hammered him. He felt the ground quake beneath its impact as he rolled aside, his hand reclaiming the scimitar at the same time. He could see the dagger only feet away from where he had been hit, but there was no time to retrieve it.

The Draven had swivelled in a tight circle, bringing its front claws and large maw to bear. There was nothing for it but to grab the scimitar across the back of the curved blade and shove it horizontally into the monster’s mouth. Spit and blood were sent in every direction as the creature thrashed wildly to be rid of the bone in its way. All the while, Cob was being swept left and right across the hard ground, pushed ever closer to the rocky hillock.

The strength of the Draven put the ranger’s arms to the test, forcing them down until his elbows were dragging over the stone. He could smell the vile pit that lay just beyond the beast’s throat, where the stench of digesting acids and old food waited impatiently to welcome him.

The ranger felt something catch beside his ribs before he heard the dagger scraping across the rock. Seeing no alternative, Cob let go of his scimitar and pushed himself feet first further down the length of the Draven, allowing its vigorous gnawing to keep it moving forwards. Without delay, he grabbed the blade of Wither bone and rolled out from between front and back legs.

By the time the creature realised its would-be prey was no longer on the other side of the scimitar, the Kedradi was scaling its side. Straddled now across its back, Cob maintained his position by gripping one of the edges of a bony plate. He had two patches of exposed hide to choose from, and he drove his blade into both, one after the other.

Blood was cast out with every thrust, the Draven hissing and bucking in protest. Cob stabbed it again and again, for his brother, for his curse, for the injustice that had steered so much of his life and the rage that accompanied it.

He caught the shadow moving fast across the ground, but that didn’t mean he was fast enough to evade the incoming tail. He threw himself away from it, a last second effort that prevented the bones in his right arm from shattering. It still hurt like hell, and the force of it was enough to launch him from his foe’s back.

All too slow did the ranger’s senses come back to him. He was weaponless, on his back, and cast in the shadow of a looming Draven, the panels about its head clapping excitedly. In some twisted and morbid way, he had always wished to find himself in that exact position, if only to experience something of what Cassius went through in his final moments.

But he was not Cassius.

So much of the ranger’s life had seen him face his fears, quash that feeling of dread that heralded Death. Cob beheld the beast that was to end him with little more than the simple acknowledgement that he was to die as nature had intended, in the jaws of a greater predator.

Androma, however, was less content to acknowledge any such thing.

Her silvyr blade flashed under the sun, if only for a second before it disappeared inside the Draven’s ribcage. The old Rider ploughed the sword through to the hilt with both hands, her left palm flat to the dragon pommel.

The stubborn monster exhaled a long and stinking breath before it stumbled sideways and collapsed under its own weight. Slick with blood, Androma’s silvyr blade had certainly lost its shine now.

The Kedradi managed to pick himself up, his chest heaving. “What are you doing?” he growled. “I told you I was to go⁠—”

“Alone,” Androma finished, flicking her sword to be rid of some of the blood. “I heard you. It is you who has not been listening to me.”

Cob scowled at her, though it was more out of pain than annoyance, his right arm aching from wrist to shoulder.

“We are good, you and I. That makes us rare creatures in this world. Creatures of light.”

Androma’s response brought back her words to Kassanda Grey, weeks earlier on Nareene.

“It is the role of all good things to linger in the dark places,” he said through bated breath, echoing those same words now.

“So that hope may yet kindle,” the old Rider intoned. “Rhaymion lived by that creed,” she explained, speaking of the Dragonlord slain by Baelon Vos. “In his stead, I am to live by it. I would charge you to do the same.”

Somewhat calmer now, Cob replied, “I already⁠—”

Androma raised her hand to silence him. “I learned all too late in my life that we cannot stand alone against the dark. The light is that much brighter if we fight together. For that to happen, you have to stop throwing yourself into death. Satiate the curse, no more. The realm cannot afford to lose you, Valarius Thayne.”

The use of his real name only made her words impact the ranger all the more. He didn’t know what to say. The Kedradi had never really thought of himself as important, merely a tool to aid those who truly were. It was harder to shrug off when told by another person, especially when that person was a five-hundred-year-old Dragon Rider.

Androma tapped the dead Draven with the end of her sword. “Detour over. It’s time to go home, Ranger.”
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LUCK FAVOURS THE PREPARED


In her dreams, Kitrana Voden returned to those dark waters, where The Vault reigned like an iron king in that vast cavern. Vividly did she see the towering doors of black, sealed at their centre by a lock that had no key.

Deep in slumber she could feel the Leviathan stirring in its prison, awoken by the Nimean when she escaped the tunnels her people had been forced to dig.

All too real were the eyes of her captors watching her, the Merdians. The males of their kind, easily noted by the bronze of their skin, had tormented their Nimean prisoners out of no more than boredom. They were nothing compared to the malicious females, the daughters of the Dread Queen Yilda, Light Lord of Atlas.

Kitrana did not need to sleep to see her enemy. She need only close her eyes and the Merdian bright commander, Gelka Ornst, was there to behold, her long blonde hair rippling in the waters. Gelka would do anything for her Dread Queen, but it was what she did for fun that separated her from the rest.

Every captive Nimean had toiled in those tunnels, searching for a way inside the Leviathan’s chamber, while Gelka openly tortured the poor souls unfortunate enough to have caught her eye.

It still pained Kitrana to recall the execution of Princess Helaina, the last of the Nimean royal line. She could still feel the vibrations against her skin as Gelka Ornst sang to her deadly Karathasaur, calling it into action.

It had been a different, and very real, kind of pain that had awoken the Nimean to the rising sun on that frosted patch of earth. She ignored the stares from the Dragon Riders, keeping to herself in the mouth of the cave. Her back still ached where the enchanted brand had been remotely activated, burning the battle maiden out of her dreams.

“They will come for her,” Baelon Vos had said to his fellow Riders.

Unknown to the Merdians, however, Kitrana Voden had every intention of returning to them.

To that end, she watched Grarfath Underborn approaching from the camp, two plates of steaming food in his hands. The dwarf would be instrumental in her plans, in the survival of the Nimean people. Having seen him among his own people, Kit had some understanding of how important he had become to the survival of his own people, a fact that burdened the battle maiden with guilt for her part in tearing him away.

It was getting harder to discard the people of the surface world and the problems they faced.

“Brought ye some grub,” the smith announced before handing her the plate.

Kitrana looked at yet another plate of fish and potatoes, wondering if she would ever eat anything else. “Thank you,” she replied softly, her spirits still sedated by the pain that had roused her.

“How’s yer…” Grarfath trailed off, gesturing at her back with his butter knife.

“Gone. For now.”

The dwarf chewed noisily on his fish. “I still can’t believe the old gods ’ave brought us together again,” he said through mouthfuls. “Not that I’m complainin’,” he added jovially.

Kitrana looked squarely at the smith, bewildered at how pleasant he had been since their reunion. “You show me grace I’ve no right to,” she told him bluntly.

Grarfath stopped chewing. “Eh?”

“I… I abandoned you in Khardunar,” she said, naming the hanging fortress that had once housed the royal Clan Greyhelm. “You were fighting for your life, for the lives of your people, and against that brute,” she intoned, her big blue eyes diverting to the Andaren sitting in the middle of the camp, his wrists bound in chain. “I took The Anther when you most needed it.”

“Aye,” Grarfath replied sombrely, “that ye did, lass. But, as it happens, ye sent it back when I most needed it. I’d say that squares us.”

“You’re too quick to forgive me.”

“I’m too exhausted not to,” the dwarf countered. “Me kin are out in the cold with nowhere to call home an’ enemies on all sides. No,” he sighed. “Holdin’ grudges will be the end o’ us all. An’ besides, I know somethin’ of what it is that drives ye, that need to help yer people. It’s not where I started, but there’s no mistakin’ the path beneath me boots.”

“You have people depending on you now,” Kitrana commented. “Gone is the lost smith who so desperately wanted to go home,” she added wistfully.

Grarfath chuckled to himself. “He was in need o’ a good kick up the arse. Since then, I’ve discovered I’m not the only one. All o’ Morthil was under the thrall o’ greedy, lazy no good kuds, an’ a few o’ ’em survived an’ all. If it’s in me power, I’ll see ’em buggers off an’ me people to a better way o’ livin’. It’s what me mother would ’ave done,” he added after a moment’s thought.

“That’s what I was missin’, ye know. Stuck in me father’s workshop all those years, walkin’ the same streets, meetin’ the same folk day after day. Perspective,” he declared with an air of clarity. “Since gettin’ out in the world an’ meetin’… all kinds o’ people, an’ learnin’ what’s really goin’ on out ’ere… The place I thought were home was really just a bubble, keepin’ me from the truth o’ who I am an’ why I’m even ’ere.”

Kitrana couldn’t help but smile—it wasn’t often she met someone so pure as Grarfath Underborn. She was reminded of his humble beginnings, a smith who had inherited his father’s failing workshop. He hadn’t been trained in the ways of a warrior or instilled with the discipline of a soldier. He was an ordinary dwarf who had found the courage to step up.

“Speakin’ o’ home,” Grarfath went on to say, a strong note of curiosity in his voice. “When we were back in Morthil, when all hell was breakin’ loose, ye said somethin’ to me that I’ve not been able to shake.”

Kitrana’s eyes flitted to the dwarf. She knew of what he spoke, recalling the moment in the halls of Khardunar.

“Ye said it were yer fault,” the smith continued. “That ye… woke it up. It sounded balmy to me, but ye looked real shook up abou’ it.”

The Nimean tucked her knees up into her chest even more, holding them that much tighter. “I fear it is only more reason to test the limits of your grace.”

Grarfath stopped eating. “Ye can’t be serious. Little ol’ ye couldn’ ’ave brought down all o’ Morthil!”

“How many millennia did Morthil stand strong on its foundations? How many more might it have stood?” Kitrana was shaking her head. “Your people would still have their homes if I hadn’t woken it up.”

“Woke what up?”

The Nimean could still see it in her memories, the hulking shadowy form that stirred in its prison. “Beneath your kingdom there slept a beast of ancient times. But it sleeps no more. They were known as Leviathans. Monsters capable of great destruction.”

Grarfath cracked a smile. “Ye’re havin’ me on.”

“I saw it with my own eyes,” Kitrana replied, her gaze distant. “I didn’t think any living thing could be so big.”

The dwarf swallowed, taking her seriously now. “What happened?”

“All that is left of my people were put to the task of freeing the beast from its cage. The Merdians seek to control the Leviathan, a foolish endeavour,” she opined, seeing no way for such a creature to be tamed. “It is imprisoned behind a lock of pure silvyr that cannot be picked or broken. That’s why they attacked us, the battle maidens. They want the sword of Skara to shatter the lock and free the beast. None could challenge their rule with a Leviathan at their beck and call.”

“Ye’ve silvyr down there?”

“In abundance,” Kitrana confirmed. “Why do you think you have to dig so deep to find it?”

A touch of revelation rippled across his dark features. “Oh aye… Sorry, I interrupted. It doesn’ sound like ye woke anythin’ up—the sword’s still in two halves, so I assume that lock is still in place.”

“It is, which is why my people were forced to dig through the surrounding rock, so we might get behind the doors. I alone found a way through, into the prison itself. My presence disturbed the Leviathan—I think it had been in some kind of hibernation. In its waking, the beast tested the walls of its cell. That is to say, it tested the very foundations of Morthil. That’s how we met.”

Grarfath looked sideways, conjuring the memory. “Aye,” he recalled, “when I found The Anther! When the mine… flooded.”

“That was the beginning of the end of Morthil,” Kitrana pointed out. “I’m so sorry.”

With her eyes shut, she didn’t see the dwarf reach across and place a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“By the tellin’ o’ it, ye’ve nothin’ to be sorry for, lass. It sounds like these Merdians were goin’ to get inside that cell one one way or another. The moment they decided they were to ’ave themselves a Leviathan, Morthil was doomed. That ain’ got anythin’ to do with ye. The blame can’t be put on ’em forced to do the work or ’em that escaped it. Thank ye for tellin’ me, but it’s me that’s sorry ye an’ yer people ’ave had to endure that. If it were up to me, I’d put that sword in yer hands, not his.”

Kitrana followed the dwarf’s gesture and laid eyes on Baelon Vos. The Dragonlord was personally instructing Joran in the ways of hand-to-hand combat, their bare chests steaming in the frigid morning air.

Returning her attention to the smith, she felt compelled to tell him a simple yet bright and indisputable truth. “You are a good person, Grarfath Underborn.” Her guilt weighed all the more then, reminding her that she had orchestrated his removal from the dwarven population.

“As are ye, lass,” he said happily enough, his brown eyes holding her firm. “Ye didn’ take the hammer for nothin’. I know ye’d use the sword to free yer people, an’ I hope ye’re able to, I really do. It’s unfortunate that ye’ve still a few obstacles between ye an’ ’em though.” The smith eyed the wandering Riders and resting dragons beyond the mouth of the cave.

“How goes your work with the blade?” the Nimean asked, wondering if she had successfully downplayed her desperation to know the answer.

“I’m nearly there—I think. Whoever forged the damned thing knew what they were doin’, that’s for sure. Never seen anythin’ like it. The steel isn’ as pure as it looks.”

Kitrana cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

“Ye can’t see it on the surface, but there’s traces o’ silvyr inside the blade itself. How it was ever broken to begin with is beyond me. Then there’s the magic. I’m no expert, obviously, but it’s laced into the weapon from point to pommel.”

“Will that be a problem?”

Grarfath chomped his way through two potatoes. “I shouldn’ think so but, like I said, I’m no expert. To be safe, I’d give the forge a wide berth,” he suggested, only half joking.

“Dwarf!”

The abrasive call had come from across the camp, leading them to Garek, the tallest and broadest of the Dragon Riders. He had an impatient look about him, a fact only emphasised by the veins that appeared desperate to escape the powerful muscles in his arms.

“There’s work to be done!” he yelled, beckoning the dwarf with the wave of his hand.

In the clearing before the cave, Baelon slugged Joran across the jaw and casually flipped him onto his back while turning to address Garek. “Master Grarfath is our guest,” he stated, his voice perfectly in control and without a trace of the energy he had been exerting all morning. “He will be treated as such. Are we clear?”

Garek bowed his head and returned to the forge without another word.

“Apologies, Master Grarfath,” the Dragonlord said. “Manners do tend to slip when you step away from civilisation. When I am finished instructing Joran this morning, I shall come by the forge and fulfil my part of our bargain. I think you will find the tale of Duun, son of Darl, most enlightening, if somewhat unbelievable.”

Joran came for his opponent, throwing a punch at the back of Baelon’s head. The Dragonlord shifted his shoulders at the last second and thrust his elbow back and up into Joran’s face, thus renewing their fight in earnest. On the fringes of their contest, as always, Morgwyn dashed about like a playful dog, his violet eyes tracking Joran’s every movement. It seemed the young dragon had finally come to understand that his companion was wilfully training and not being bullied.

Grarfath devoured his fish in two bites and stood up. “I better be on with it,” he muttered.

Kitrana wished him luck and thanked him for the food. In truth, she had no appetite. Her skin felt tight, as if pulled over too much muscle. It was also horribly dry and flaking in many areas, adding to her irritation.

She needed water.

The sound and taste of it coursing through the riverbed was seduction enough—she could even smell it. Having established the routine over her weeks in captivity, Kitrana was paid little heed as she left the cave and approached The Serpent’s Tongue.

“You’re relying too much on your strength,” Baelon said, chastising Joran mid-fight. “Strategy,” he snapped, landing a blow across the side of Joran’s neck. “Technique,” he barked, slamming a knotted fist into his ribs. “Discipline,” he hissed, ramming the point of his strong fingers into a nerve cluster around Joran’s right kidney. “These will always overcome brute strength,” he said finally, throwing the young man onto his back once more.

Kitrana kept walking. She had observed Joran transition from somewhere between prisoner and guest, like her and Grarfath, to one of them, a willing participant in the training that had been thrust upon him. He had even begun interacting with the other Riders between his sessions, though Gondrith was sure to excuse himself every time Joran appeared. Kitrana knew a bruised ego when she saw one. It matched perfectly with the bruises Joran had actually given him.

The Nimean paused by the edge of the river to remove her boots. She took the time to look back and watch Grarfath enter the camp. He passed Slait on the way. The bald Andaren had said nothing since being brought to the camp, content, perhaps, to watch them all. Kitrana had no doubt he was absorbing everything he saw, always scheming, waiting for the opportune moment to escape if not murder them all.

His golden eyes strayed from the duel to track Grarfath. The two beheld each other in silence. Kitrana had already heard Grarfath’s take on events after she ported from Khardunar to Drakanan, though it was hard to believe The Dawn Sword had aided them in saving any of the dwarves. Still, the smith’s tale had ended with mention of Slait trying to kill him to claim The Anther. That was comfortingly, if disturbingly, more familiar.

Hot was the breath that washed over the Nimean, turning her attention back to the river. Kalaghan was looking down at her, the honey-scaled dragon resting fully in the river. His green eyes narrowed on Kitrana, a warning that he was watching her. Even with her speed beneath the water, there would be no escaping Kalaghan if she tried to flee.

Not that she wanted to. Events were yet to converge as she was hoping they would. Until then, the battle maiden was content to spend her evenings eating among the Riders and answering Baelon’s many questions regarding life beneath the waves. The Dragonlord was certainly enraptured by all that she divulged, a fact that would see to her continued security while confined to such ill company.

Stepping into the river was glorious. It was dreadfully cold by everyone else’s standards but, to a creature of the sea, it was hardly even cool. Kitrana waded in and let the water swallow her whole, where she could finally move as her body desired.

Amphibious by nature, her lungs collapsed, and her skin took over as the primary breathing apparatus, along with the lining inside her mouth. Kitrana’s skin thanked her for it, secreting the oils that congealed between her fingers and toes until the webbing was complete. Only in the water did she feel like she could take a deep breath and truly relax. Even with nowhere to go and with Kalaghan’s eyes on her, she enjoyed spearing across the river and back.

After enjoying the exercise of swimming against the current, Kitrana swam a little further upriver, until the waterfall created a dense fog beneath the surface. The Nimean moved beyond it, as she did every day, and emerged on the other side, where the wall of water distorted Kalaghan’s shape.

With only her head above the water, her amphibious body continued to take oxygen out of the water while she set her blue eyes to the rocky wall. She scrutinised its layout every day, imagining herself climbing it, where her hands would go, where her feet would follow, and where she needed to avoid. When the day came—and it was coming—she would be able to ascend with all haste and push on through the top of the waterfall where all else would drown.

The day was coming…
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HOME IS WHERE THE HEART IS


17 Years Ago…

From winter to winter, Valyra had retraced her flight along Erador’s coastline. As before, they trespassed on the patrols of Dragon Riders, forcing them to seek shelter and wait until the time was right before moving on. Their departure, however, was swifter than their infiltration, seeing them from east to west several months earlier than expected. Daijen chalked it up to a better understanding of the dragons, knowing now how long they rested and where they returned to at the end of every day.

Still, they had felt long months, with spring taking an age to flourish into summer, while those warmer months then seemed to refuse to dwindle into autumn. Winter was a mild affair, though, as the pair left Caster Hold behind and continued north-west, crossing the strip of sea where Erador and Andara were closest.

Piercing the cloud cover to soar beneath them, the Aegre positioned them squarely before The Undying City. Harendun stood defiantly upon Andara’s coast, its spires, statues, and domed buildings risen once more thanks to the magic laced into every brick.

Great white banners hung from the east walls, there to display the yellow broken circle and sunburst of House Lhoris. Flags of the same sigil could be seen standing tall across the city, boldly proclaiming that it was under the protection and rule of the emperor. It was a stark difference compared to a year ago, when the soldiers of Erador had laid siege, both sides unaware that a secret war was being fought in the middle of their bloody battle.

Andara’s victory could also be seen in the mass graveyard of ships that littered the waters. Here and there, the red and black sigil of Blood Etragon could be seen protruding the surface atop one of the sunken masts, the sword of dragon scales torn and frayed. How long would it really be before the men of Erador returned and one sigil replaced the other?

Death had but one mistress, and she was called Harendun.

Daijen sighed from his place in Valyra’s saddle. Why had he returned to the city? His destination lay in The Eros Mountains, many weeks west of Harendun. He could have cut into that journey already if he hadn’t guided Valyra north. He looked beyond the city, to the vista every Andaren called home.

Home…

While he would always think of Andara as being integral to his being, he looked upon it now and knew that rocky shore wasn’t his home. It would never be found in the stone or the soil of his birth land.

His years growing up in Taranathen had been fewer than his years as a messenger guard, which had been fewer than his years in Ka’vairn. And he had never been still since bonding with Valyra. Andara was simply the place where he was accepted—it was not home.

Home was tethered to his heart, and his heart demanded to see her.

“The last we heard,” Aphrandhor had said upon their reunion, “Androma was to meet Ilithranda in Harendun.”

There was no forgetting that, especially for a Vahlken. He just needed to see her, the sister he had been reborn with in the depths of Ka’vairn. Daijen knew it was folly, that should he see her again it would likely end in further heartbreak, but his life—outside of his bond with Valyra—had been a loveless one.

His uncle had taken him on out of brotherly duty to his sister, Daijen’s mother. There had been no form of friendship while training in The Saible nor after he had earned his cloak and become a messenger guard. And while his time in Ka’vairn had been brutal and full of pain, the bond that had tethered him to Ilithranda was undoubtedly love.

Without conscious thought, that love had brought him to Harendun once more.

Valyra banked to the north and swept over the city walls to the sound of cheers from those that manned it, their shields and spears hammered together. Daijen gave them little attention, his eyes scouring the vista for any sign of Oaken. The black-feathered Aegre would be hard to miss against the sandy brick of Harendun, but if there was one thing every one of their kin excelled at it was hiding, the predator in them always searching for prey.

Oaken remained elusive upon their first ring of the city, and by the third fly round, Daijen decided he would continue his hunt on foot. After a short sharp instruction to Valyra—insisting she leave in search of food—the Vahlken adopted a crouch, the balls of his feet balanced on his saddle while a single hand gripped the hard leather. Valyra could feel his shift in weight and responded accordingly, her great wings flexed so she might glide low over the rooftops.

What was too high for any ordinary person to survive was well within a Vahlken’s limitations, and so Daijen flipped backwards off his saddle, his feet passing over his head. Valyra had raced over three more buildings by the time his feet touched down on the flat roof. Furthermore, the Aegre was above the tallest spire before Daijen rose from his crouch to see her fly away.

One boot rested upon the lip of the roof, Daijen looked down on the streets of Harendun. How different they were to his previous visit, the people having returned to claim what was theirs. More so, they looked to have been celebrating, many of the buildings connected by colourful bunting while the streets looked to be littered with confetti. The markets were busier than he’d ever seen them, the children—their faces painted in various colours—were playing their games, and the scent of spices and cooked meats drifted high to find Daijen, reminding him how long it had been since he was around civilisation. It was all so loud and busy, irritating his heightened senses.

The Vahlken stood back from the edge as doubt crept in. What was he doing in Harendun? He was looking for a needle in a haystack, and if he did find that needle, it would only confuse matters. He called on that iron-clad discipline Kastiek had instilled in him and decided, there and then, to walk away from his pursuit of Ilithranda and Androma.

Perhaps, he thought instead, he could descend to the streets and use his station as a Vahlken to find himself a free meal and drink—he would be welcomed by all in the city. After which, he could amass the supplies required to see him west, over The Orsindil Mountains and into the heart of Andara. There were yet many miles after that to traverse, including the elevation required to top The Eros Mountains, but he knew fresh supplies could be gained in Tal Seth or Gael, both of which were better options than Aran’saur. The capital would be death to him now.

Set in his next steps, Daijen made to move, deciding he would drop into the streets via the nearest alley. But the Vahlken did not move. A light breeze crossed his path, picking up strands of his white hair. His nose twitched. As nature’s natural messenger, the wind had brought news to Daijen—he was not alone.

To the ears of any other, it might have gone undetected, but to a Vahlken it was the sound of a boot leaving the ground at speed. In less than a second, he had deduced that he was being flanked and that his attacker was crossing the distance in a single leap.

Muscle memory was a fine thing—a deadly thing when honed in one by a Vahlken of Kastiek’s magnitude. As such, Daijen dropped and rolled to one side, evading his opponent while simultaneously turning to face the attacker. For the second time, the Vahlken froze, his body still braced in a crouch.

“Tovun?”

The name still lingered on his lips as Tovun advanced on him. Daijen had nowhere to go now, his heels kissing the lip of the roof, forcing him to meet his fellow Vahlken in hand-to-hand combat. He spat Tovun’s name again, but the younger Andaren was not to be stopped.

Daijen lifted his left foot to avoid the low sweeping kick before his hands lashed out to divert Tovun’s jabs and elbows. They were soon kicking up plenty of dust as they fought across the rooftop, though Tovun was yet to land even a single blow. That wasn’t to say he lacked ability. Ilithranda’s instruction was there to see in his style and execution, all of which was sprinkled with elements Tovun had learned from The Valtorak.

He simply lacked conviction.

Was he afraid?

It seemed unlikely given the time he had spent under The Valtorak’s tutelage. “You cannot shed fear,” the master had told Daijen the day he had been reborn a Vahlken. “Every living creature in Verda feels fear. Even dragons. Fear cannot be dispelled. You cannot quash that which dwells in your very bones. But you can conquer it, as every Vahlken must. Embrace your fear and you will master it.”

Absent fear, Tovun was likely drowning in doubt. He knew of Daijen, if not from their few sparring exercises together but from what he had heard while in the company of The Valtorak and Ilithranda. Daijen was not to succumb to his pride anymore, though his victory over such a thing did not rob him of sense. His years as a Vahlken had lent him something of a reputation, a legend, were there any more Vahlken to hear of his tales through the ages.

Tovun wasn’t really fighting him—he was fighting his own idea of who Daijen was.

But why fight him at all?

“Tovun!” he growled, deflecting three consecutive fists.

The younger Vahlken did not relent, coming at him again with a combination of kicks, punches, and sharp elbows. Daijen stayed light on his feet, dodging and ducking where he didn’t need to intercept the strike. He also resisted the urge to counterattack when an opening presented itself. Instead, he shoved with his shoulder or simply pushed Tovun back, putting him off balance.

Unlike the last time he had seen the young Vahlken, Tovun now wore the cuirass of the Weavers, a badge of his station if his sheer size and fur cloak were to be ignored. He wore it well and, like Daijen’s, it was scored with battle damage.

Tovun held back his next attack and launched himself away from Daijen in a twisting flip. It was one of Ilithranda’s moves. Daijen was already shifting his stance, pivoting just enough to ensure he wasn’t standing where Tovun had left him. The subtle movement saved his life, for had he remained still, his throat would have been punctured by the blade on the end of Tovun’s shogue.

The rope went taut before the young Vahlken recalled the weapon with a swift tug. Thereafter, Daijen’s evasion became more of a dance, his hands and feet kicking up more dust. It seemed the shogue came for him from every angle, the blade whistling as the steel cut through the air. It was a weapon Tovun had apparently mastered, his control of the rope exemplary in the patterns he formed. Had he been fighting any other, his victory would have been assured.

But he was fighting Daijen Saeth.

The ripples in the rope gave it the appearance of being untamed and out of control, but Tovun knew exactly how to make the blade go where he wanted it to, just as Daijen knew exactly where the weapon was going to be. Stepping back and pivoting to the right, Daijen reached out with one hand and snatched the wooden handle at the base of the blade, the steel edge no more than an inch from his face. With his free arm, he then coiled the rope until he could grab it, giving him enough purchase to yank Tovun forward.

Credit to the younger Vahlken, he was quick to recover from his fall and would have found his feet again had Daijen not planted his knee in his back. Now, pressed face-first into the rooftop, Tovun could do naught but look at the tip of his own shogue as it was brought to rest directly in front of his right eye.

Only then did it dawn on Daijen, who finally had a moment to think outside of combat, how strange it was that Tovun sported such short hair. It had been cropped on both back and sides and left short on top so it stuck up—it was not the Andaren style.

“You have to visualise your victory,” Daijen said quietly, his lips close to his opponent’s ear. “Only then can you claim it before you’ve even made the first move.”

“Get off me,” Tovun fumed.

“Are you going to try and hit me again?”

Tovun shifted just enough to lay one eye on Daijen. “Maybe,” was the best he could offer.

Daijen backed off while dropping the shogue at the same time, his eyes tracking Tovun’s every move as he picked himself up. It had clearly been a long time since the younger Vahlken had been bested in a fight—likely not since his training under Ilithranda. His feathers had been ruffled, and he made a point of coiling his shogue into a tight loop.

“You weren’t trying to kill me,” Daijen deduced, “otherwise you would have come at me with one of those.”

Under Daijen’s glance, Tovun shifted the scimitar and atori short-sword on his belt. “I just needed to see,” he replied cryptically.

“See what?”

“Which Daijen had come to Harendun.”

Daijen fell short of echoing the response as the truth dawned on him. Ilithranda had told Tovun of all that had transpired at Ka’vairn, informing him of Daijen’s psychosis—the very same condition that had resulted in The Valtorak’s death and his violent desire to claim the weapons of power.

“And what is your conclusion?”

Tovun looked him up and down. “That you’re quick,” he jeered.

Daijen managed a smile despite the shame that lingered on the periphery. “You look every bit the Vahlken. Ilithranda must be proud.”

“Is that why you’re here? For Ilithranda?”

Daijen brightened to hear another speak of her. “She’s here then?”

Tovun narrowed his eyes. “How could you know to come here? You haven’t seen each other for decades.”

“The Green Leaf told me she was to meet Androma here⁠—”

“You’ve seen the wizard?” Tovun interrupted.

Daijen held up a hand before the interrogation could go any further. “Take me to her.”

Despite his hesitation, Tovun had Daijen accompany him down to the streets, where they walked side by side like a moving wall of muscle and fur. They drew gawps and gasps from all who looked upon them. Daijen maintained his air of detachment from it all. They knew nothing of what it meant to be a Vahlken, of the weight that rested upon their shoulders. They were simply rare in the eyes of the common folk, and to see two of them at the same time was unheard of in such times.

“There looks to have been a celebration,” Daijen commented, spotting the numerous gifts piled at one of the shrines devoted to the false gods.

“There have been months of celebration,” Tovun informed him dryly.

Daijen let his gaze wander over the populace and the hanging banners, searching for the cause of the festivities. “What’s the occasion?” he eventually had to ask.

Tovun eyed him sceptically. “You truly don’t know?”

Daijen frowned. “I’ve been… away.”

“News reached our shores some months ago. The King of Erador is dead. His family too, if the rumours are true.”

“Dead?” Daijen could hardly believe it—the Blood Etragon was the most protected in all of Erador.

“There’s been an outbreak of Red Pox in Valgala,” Tovun explained, his stride never faltering. “The people are taking it as a sign that the gods are stirring. Whispers are growing—even among the clerics—that the gods will return to us soon.”

Daijen was shaking his head in despair. “Of course they do…”

Tovun shrugged. “Disease is born of incompetency, greed, ignorance. I see naught but the maligned practices of human hygiene at work.”

“True enough,” Daijen replied, doing his best to absorb the news.

They journeyed through the streets for several minutes longer, heading into Harendun’s northern district, before he felt compelled to ask, “Do you have an Aegre?”

“Demedia,” Tovun answered, his eyes never straying from the path ahead.

Daijen glanced at the sky between the buildings. “Is she close by?”

“No. She hunts with Oaken. They’ll be gone for a few more days yet—there’s no good hunting grounds near here.”

That, at least, explained Oaken’s absence from Harendun’s skyline. “Why are you here at all?” Daijen felt compelled to ask.

“To protect Ilithranda,” he said immediately, as if the answer should have been obvious.

That almost brought Daijen to a halt. While he had already guessed Tovun to be fiercely loyal to his sister, that statement made absolutely no sense.

“To protect…” Daijen trailed off and shook his head. “I don’t mean to insult, Tovun, but why would Ilithranda need your protection?”

Tovun finally tore his eyes from the path ahead and looked at Daijen, though his expression remained impossible to read. “You’ve been gone a long time, Daijen. Things have changed for Ilithranda. She’s not the Vahlken you knew.”

Daijen tensed his jaw in an effort to keep his barbed response to himself. “Have you been with her all this time?” he asked, doing his best to ignore the people that dared to reach out and touch his cloak.

“Here and there,” Tovun replied, taking a sharp turn to lead them down an alley. “We flew together for a few months after I bonded with Demedia. But after she told me the truth of the Skaramangians… and all else,” he added grimly, glancing at Daijen, “I sought the fight I had been bred for. Ilithranda did not. We went our separate ways for a while. I hunted Skaramangians, she trained soldiers at The Saible and The Triden.”

Daijen absorbed it all, painfully aware that he was actually drawing closer to his sister with every step. “What of Androma?” he asked, picturing her lush blonde hair cascading over dark armour and blue dragon scales.

“What of me?” came the harsh response from the shadows of that same alley.

Daijen didn’t take another step, one hand clasped to the hilt of his scimitar. Androma was standing in the shadowed threshold of a side door, her hands folded within the sleeves of her tattered robe and her face concealed inside the depths of a large hood. Daijen’s eyes pierced the gloom and noted the dirty strip of cloth bound across her eyes, though it was the deep lines that bit into her face that held his attention. Without her bond to Maegar, the last twenty-three years could be seen in her age—and what harsh years they had been by the look of her.

There was no sign of her skin-tight under suit, the blue scale mail hidden beneath threadbare rags and a tired leather satchel. So too was her dragon blade of silvyr absent, the exquisite weapon bound to attract attention. Had she been sat by the side of the road Androma could easily have been mistaken for a beggar, though that was likely her intention.

“There are ways to enter a city undetected, you know,” the old Dragon Rider remarked in the place of his stunned silence. “Every Skaramangian in the city will know a Vahlken is here now.”

There can’t be many Skaramangians left, Daijen thought, wondering then if they had replenished their numbers since his last visit.

“We should get inside,” Tovun advised, his gaze swiftly checking both ends of the alley.

Androma, however, didn’t budge.

“You’re late, Daijen Saeth,” she said accusingly.

While her abrasive tone came as no surprise to the Vahlken, Daijen was taken aback by her words. “Late? I didn’t know where you were⁠—”

“You should have tracked us down sooner,” Androma interjected. “A lot sooner. You’ve had more than enough time to get your affairs in order.”

Daijen stumbled over his response before, ultimately, replying with the only words he truly meant. “I’m sorry,” he breathed.

“We should do this inside,” Tovun insisted.

Androma forced them to stand there a moment longer before unclasping her hands and locating the staff she had rested against the wall. “Follow me,” she instructed.

The shadows only thickened after the door was closed behind them by Tovun. Every window on the ground floor had been blocked by shutters, allowing little more than a soft gloom to penetrate the dusty air. Daijen spotted the two cots on opposite sides of the room, each surrounded by a scattering of supplies, water, and gear. One of the beds, he noted, was cluttered with alchemical equipment—curiously, it looked to be Androma’s bed—what was she brewing?

“Only two beds?” Daijen enquired, taking in the musty smell to it all, a place where the cooking of food and sweat came together.

Androma turned to face him, one hand reaching up to draw back her hood. “Tovun and I sleep down here,” she explained. “Not that he sleeps much,” she added as an afterthought.

Daijen heard her every word despite his focus having entirely shifted to her head. Gone was her golden hair, that which had first entranced him so long ago. Age had robbed it of colour, dulling it to grey, though there wasn’t nearly as much as there had been, her hair almost as short as Tovun’s. Another measure, Daijen guessed, to make hiding her human nature that much easier in the west.

Still, her years of hardship and ageing did not detract from his attraction to Androma herself. She remained every bit the hardened warrior he remembered, her iron will plain to see in the way she held herself. There was simply an air of goodness to her, an aura of virtue that stemmed from something deeper than the bond she had shared with Maegar. She was a light in what had felt like a long age of darkness.

“It is good to see you,” he said earnestly, his voice low and full of emotion.

Androma stepped forwards, homing in on his voice. Her free hand came up and found his cuirass, where her fingers then explored the intricate pattern tooled into the leather. She paused over every battle scar, her thumb running along the groove where some blade had sliced at him. There were many.

“You’ve been busy,” the old Dragon Rider concluded.

Daijen did his best not to think of the many he had slain or interrogated during their years apart—he had spilled enough blood to raise a Golem from the dead.

“I’ve not long returned from Erador,” he said, surprising Androma enough to cause her to take a step back.

“You’ve been to Erador?”

“To Carstane,” he replied, naming the island.

A flash of understanding crossed the old Rider’s face. “That’s why you’re here. And there I was thinking we had found you. The Green Leaf told you we would be here.”

“That was a year ago,” Daijen specified, “but yes. I wasn’t sure you’d still be here⁠—”

“They had talked of going to Carstane for some time,” Androma cut in, her staff tapping the floor as she navigated her way across the room. “What did you find?”

“Skaramangians. And questions,” he was sure to add, adopting their narrow view of the vault’s mysteries.

“And you left without answering them?” Androma’s tone was that of suspicion. “Most curious.”

“Not every question needs answering,” he retorted.

“I suppose it helps to know which questions do need answering,” the old Rider countered.

Daijen said nothing, despite the weight of her sightless gaze upon him.

The ceiling creaked above them.

“Through that door,” Androma informed him, her head tilted to one side. “The stairs are on your right. Tread softly, Vahlken.”

Daijen glanced from Androma to Tovun, who was already seated on his cot with a ruby red apple braced between his teeth. Without another word to them, Daijen followed the instructions and made his way up the narrow stairs. There was only one room, the door closed. He tapped his knuckle lightly against the wood and waited. There came no reply despite the sounds of life that came from within.

Slowly, so his arrival could be noted by the deliberate turn of the handle, Daijen entered the room. Like below, a thin shaft of light pierced the dusty gloom, revealing the bed, wardrobe, and sundries that lay about the floor.

And there she was.

Ilithranda.

Seated in an armchair in the far corner, his sister wasn’t hiding from him. Her violet gaze found him in the doorway, and she rose from her seat. Daijen blinked, sure that his eyes deceived him. Ilithranda wasn’t as he remembered—not at all. She crossed the room, her body cut with lines of sunlight.

Her stomach…

It was bloated, smooth and round, her navel protruding.

Ilithranda was pregnant.
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MAKING FRIENDS


Skara’s eyes roamed about the walls of his cell, passing lazily over the three cleric guards and The Eldan. The sun had risen over Harendun, its golden light streaming between the bars of the window set high into the eastern wall.

Despite the millennia he had spent trapped inside useless bodies, his true self caged behind the bars of memory and time, he still wasn’t accustomed to being imprisoned. The confines grated on him, testing his patience. The whole world was rightfully his, earned with deed and blood. Yet, on this occasion, it was necessary, for his words would achieve more than his actions.

As such, he was able to lie and relax while they awaited Vander’s summons. Indeed, it was a pleasure to feel in control for a change, his mind right there in the present and not hurled into the past.

The same could not be said of The Eldan. The Skaramangian had paced relentlessly like a caged animal, passing routinely to spy between the bars built into the top of the cell door. The heat had only just begun to rise yet the Andaren was already sweating, the salty water dripping down the furrows of his concerned brow.

“I imagine this is far from the life you have lived,” Skara remarked, the smooth edge of one claw running over the fine bristles on his jaw.

The Eldan stopped in his tracks and gave his master his full attention. “My Lord?”

“You parade as the master cleric, aye? You must be used to being doted on. A life of servants and soft things. It’s frightening, isn’t it? Having your freedom taken away. Your life in the hands of another.” Skara’s gaze wandered to the blank wall, where it was taken by thoughts of his own experiences.

“It makes you hungry, doesn’t it? Hungry to survive. Hungry to better yourself, to be stronger so you might control your own destiny. I fought like hell to survive the world of man. Then I fought even harder to survive the monsters we became.” Skara’s attention snapped back. “This will be good for you, Apprentice. You must see firsthand how the world really works. And what you must become to conquer it.”

The Eldan bowed his head, at least pretending to acknowledge the advice. Still, he remained restless, his hands pressed against the wood of the door.

“My Lord,” he began. “Could you not… remove the door? Whatever our business here, I fail to see how we can achieve it from in here.”

“Of course I could remove the door,” Skara replied, marvelling at his red hand. “Could you, I wonder.”

The Eldan’s face twitched. “No… my Lord.”

“Magic is not your way,” Skara stated.

The Eldan hesitated. “No, my Lord. Leadership has ever been my path. The Warlocks of our order have ever been responsible for our advances in magic.”

Skara raised an eyebrow. “Are you not their master?”

The Andaren straightened a little. “You are master to us all, my Lord. I have but guided the Skaramangians in your absence, as The Eldans before me have.”

“These Warlocks know the ways of magic yet submit to you? By title you are the apprentice—my apprentice. You should wield power they cannot hope to possess without your instruction.”

The Eldan paused in his response, waiting until the patrolling guard had moved beyond their cell. “It is an honour that you would call me apprentice, my Lord,” he said tentatively, “though that has never been the instruction passed from Eldan to Eldan.”

“And what instruction would that be?” he asked.

The Andaren licked his lips and moved away from the door, his golden eyes darting between the cleric guards, who knew to stay out of the conversation. “For so long it was believed that the Golems would need reuniting before you returned. Then, for a time, it was believed that they needed resurrecting so they might find you. Only in recent centuries have we endeavoured to track you down by searching for individuals who exhibit inordinate displays of magic. But, whatever the course of our order, The Eldan of every generation was always given the same mandate. We were to prepare ourselves for your return so that you might consider us… me a worthy vessel.”

“A vessel?” Skara rose from the cot and was struck by a brief wave of nausea, his mind beginning to stir like a tempest. He was taller than his oldest memories recalled, and it took him a few seconds to reconcile then and now.

“Yes, my Lord,” The Eldan replied, grounding him once more. “So you might shed your lesser body.”

“My…” Skara trailed off and looked down at the pink flesh of his left hand. “You mean my human body.”

“We know you were born Andaren, but we have long suspected that your consciousness was trapped in the human world. The Eldan was to make themselves a temple, a vessel worthy of our true emperor. We thought you would wish to inhabit our form once more…”

Skara stared at the Andaren. He didn’t know. None of them did. The Skaramangians had wrought history and rewritten it so many times that even they only knew half the story. He knew from experience that power was best wielded from a place of knowledge while one’s lessers remained in uncertainty. It was ironic, he mused, given that the Skaramangians had ruled from the shadows using that exact same method.

Having granted him access to their secret network, however, Skara decided the half of the story they possessed was for the best. It would only muddy the waters for them to know that he was human-born, let alone the part he had played in their own civilisation.

“Do you know where we might find it, my Lord? The necklace?”

“The necklace…” Skara echoed, his voice drifting as much as his memories were.

He saw it then, as clearly as he saw The Eldan before him. Resting upon a silver chain, the many facets of the exquisite ruby danced in the morning light until he could discern its viridian heart within.

The seed…

He had perfected it in the forges of Mount Nuvata eons past, before Gelakor had descended on Kanofell with wrath and ruin. It was his most precious of creations, a failsafe against death itself. Its very existence had freed him of the shackles that bound him to Malliath, whose banishment to the Shadow Realm had robbed him of his immortality, their bond severed. That necklace was the only way he would rule for all time, though he envisioned a future where his subjects would offer themselves in the thousands, freely giving up their lives and bodies so he might go on forever.

He tried then to recall Gallien’s memories and locate the necklace, but it was beyond the smuggler’s known life. He had been broken by his time in Taraktor, his mind and body tormented by the Jainus’s cruel jailers. The answer lay fossilised in deeper memory, to the life Gallien had lived before his capture, when he had gone by the name Bragen Pendain, the man Gallien had foolishly believed to be his father.

Bragen Pendain had been a man obsessed with relics of ancient past, an interest potentially adopted from his original life, a sliver of Skara that had dripped through the cracks. Bragen had hidden the necklace after stealing the vambrace from The Silver Trees of Akmar, a preventative measure against the pursuing Jainus. Alas, Skara only knew all this from his life as Gallien, whose memories were that of a shattered mirror. Bragen’s life was a step too far removed, his experiences jumbled with all the rest.

“Our enemies are ever at work against us,” The Eldan went on. “Retrieving the necklace would be a measure well worth taking.”

Skara raised his human hand to his eyes, but he found no solace in the dark. “I cannot recall…”

A whisper snaked through his mind, a probing claw, a prying eye… a curious dragon. Herragax was testing the limits of their bond, immature as it was. It was nothing like the bond shared between Rider and dragon, but it was something, and in a world where Herragax had never shared anything with anyone save Vander, it was quite the novelty for her—if unsettling.

His eyes closed, Skara could feel the dragon’s unease. She was cautious, and rightfully so. The magic that bonded them was unknown to her. Did it threaten her bond with Vander? Was her very mind at risk? However faint, there was a note of fear as she considered this stranger who had crashed upon their shores.

There was something wrong with the dragon though. Was it pain? If not, then something akin to pain burdened the creature. Without warning, the channel between them narrowed to a point that Skara couldn’t pass through, cutting him off.

His eyes snapped open. “They are coming,” he said, quick to don his gloves.

Only seconds later and the cell door was opened to the rattle of keys. A dozen soldiers escorted them from the building and formed a corridor that guided them through the streets of Harendun.

There was little to nothing that remained of the Andaren culture, their written word replaced with the scrawls and graffiti of man. Every available space, whether it had been built for it or not, had been taken over by the treacherous soldiers who had bowed to Vander’s rule. They were crammed into all of the city’s nooks and crannies, along with the women who had been initially shipped over in the immediate wake of Erador’s victory, there to entertain the men. Skara imagined they had been forced to stay, their numbers only bolstered over the years by illegal trafficking out of places like Caster Hold and Thedaria.

As a result, there were now human children running about, leaping over the narrow alleyways, and gathering to huddle beneath carts as they watched the stranger and his Andaren companions marched through the city. It was no place for a child to grow up, however, and not because of the obvious over-crowding.

Crime appeared to be rife in the Dragon Rider’s city. Skara observed it all on his way to what had once been a temple devoted to the Andaren gods. People were mugged in alleys, assaulted in their own hovels, harassed in broad daylight, and several brawls spilled out from the taverns, where the patrons didn’t care how early in the morning it was.

And yet the soldiers did nothing, they who bore the Dragon Rider sigil on their armoured breast, they who were supposed to stand up to man’s dark nature and remind them of the light they were capable of. Even the patrols, who had nothing to do with escorting the foreigners, turned a blind eye to the depravity.

It only served to remind Skara that being a Dragon Rider didn’t qualify one to rule. It was so much more than that, a fact that whittled Verda’s choices down to one—The Dark One. It was not the title he would have chosen for himself, but he would use all the tools at his disposal, including the fear that had driven the people to call him as much.

Passing into the light at the end of the street, Skara’s gaze was taken up, to the towering statue that stood proud in the vast courtyard, its height rivalling that of the temple itself. Upon two hooves, the statue rose into the body of a well-toned man before departing from the physiology of a human altogether. Four arms sprouted from the torso and ended in hands with only three fingers and a thumb, each turned palm up to the sky. Similarly, the head was upturned, its featureless face basking in the morning sun to create long shadows across its elongated head.

The sight of it slowed him down, his memories churning. It could have been any one of his Golems. Skara could feel himself sinking, as if he stood upon quicksand. The view before him began to flitter, replacing the there and now with there and then.

The peaceful, if lawless, Harendun, was suddenly under siege, the sky streaked with smoke and the buildings shattered from east to west. The sound of war carried through the streets on notes of pained screams and battlecries.

Unlike before, however, Skara moved inside the memory with full control over his actions. Only when he caught his reflection in a broken window did he realise he was inside one of Gallien Drakalis’s memories. The smuggler had walked Harendun’s streets in the middle of a siege, but why?

He was searching for something…

That thought was almost a compulsion, reminding him of Gallien’s need at the time. He had risked it all to find something in Harendun, something valuable, something ancient, something… buried. Skara’s eyes landed on the statue’s hooves and tracked up to behold the Golem that would be a god.

Just as he felt like his mind was unravelling his life as the smuggler, he was transported to a tavern across the city, where he sat opposite an old blind woman. In her hands was a baby of two worlds, his hair snow white, pink ears pointed to soft tips, and eyes a beautiful shade of violet.

Joran…

It was here that Gallien had first met the boy and his protector, Androma. His emotions then stirred, threatening his integrity as Skara Pendain, The Dark One, and rightful ruler of Verda. A part of him just wanted to be a father to that boy.

The feeling was quashed with rage. Skara hated that he should harbour any emotions from a life he had been forced to live due to sheer madness. How many lives had he lived that had not been his choice? How much turmoil had he been forced to endure because his mind had splintered again and again? He could have fathered hundreds of children—thousands—while living from body to body, life to life.

But Joran shone so bright as to blind him.

The Dark One was jolted from the memory by a rough hand shoving him forwards. It ripped him from that time and place and ushered him up the steps and through the grand doors of Harendun’s premier temple—now a palace.

He tried to take in the opulence of the central chamber and the open wall at the back, where lush gardens and glorious sunshine beckoned, but his mind stumbled through time for his remaining steps, struggling to ground him.

It was the batting of awesome wings that finally anchored him to his surroundings. The pristine gardens were shadowed by Herragax’s arrival, her four legs seen first before her claws dug into the ground. Her red bulk followed, and what a brilliant shade of red she was under the Andaren sun. Her scales glistened like rubies, contrasting with the dark membranes that stretched between the bones of her magnificent wings. Long was her neck, perhaps more so than the average dragon, as it snaked through the air and brought her head into view.

Much like her neck, Herragax’s twin ridged horns snaked back from her brow, taking Skara’s attention to the bony protrusions that lined her spine right through to the end of her pointed tail. As with all the females of her species, Herragax’s spinal horns were rounded and blunt rather than curved to a sharp point. Skara had decided, long ago, that it was a trait born of their need to mate without impaling the other dragon. So too were those blunt spines considerably denser, and therefore stronger, than their male counterparts, possibly to account for the weight of a full-grown male during the mating ritual.

Inevitably, Skara’s attention was stolen by the dragon’s front right leg. The red scales had lost so much of their colour, as if charred by fire. That was an impossible scenario, of course, her scales entirely fire resistant. An infection then, though The Dark One had never seen any dragon succumb to a disease.

Whatever it was, the discolouration just surpassed the joint in the leg and looked to be spreading. It was then, when the truth struck him like the light of a new dawn, that Skara realised what was happening to the dragon. He called on rigorous discipline to conceal his revelation, though he was unable to stop himself from gripping his right arm, his fingers feeling through the fabric.

The scales had spread…

As with Herragax’s discolouration, the red scales were now above his elbow and reaching for his shoulder. It was a concerning turn of events, and one he couldn’t afford to dwell on at such a crucial time.

Instead, he let his gaze wander up to meet those blisteringly blue reptilian eyes. They entranced him. Calmed him. Rare was a creature so beautiful and frighteningly powerful at the same time. Nor would he forget how pivotal they had been in that most desperate of times, when Barad-Agin brought Leviathans to bear. Dragons had changed his life as well as aided in the reshaping of Verda.

It was only one dragon whose beauty had withered, ravaged in Skara’s eyes the very moment he betrayed him. And what suffering Malliath had brought down upon his kin because of that betrayal. The consequences of his treachery were still rippling through time to that day.

Still, Malliath’s unfaithfulness had taught him a valuable lesson where dragons were concerned. Too easily were they considered allies of man, immortal companions of Riders, and wise advisors to those who would rule from a throne. The truth of them was far simpler.

They were animals.

Like all animals allowed to thrive under man’s guiding hand, their nature required curbing. He had once been blinded by his anger into believing they needed wiping out, a path that had led to his demise. He knew better than to make an enemy out of them now. It was their stubbornness that needed stamping out, a feat that could only be achieved by a display of raw and unbridled power. Then—and only then—would they finally do as nature had truly intended them to do.

Submit.

Whispers flooded his mind under Herragax’s scrutinising glare, building and building until they vanished, as if consumed by some unseen void. Only then did Skara notice the man sat upon the throne. With one leg hanging over an armrest, the Rider appeared somewhat slumped in the grand chair. He looked a prince playing at being king in his father’s absence—as, indeed, he was.

Arrogant. It was written all over him as if he wore the characteristic like a second skin. Vain too. His blond hair was treated with perfumes, every strand orchestrated as it fell over his pauldrons of red scale. Absent any gloves, his immaculately groomed nails were on display, not a trace of dirt to be found.

It had been some time since this apex warrior had got his hands dirty, his sword more an ornament than a weapon.

“I have questions,” Vander declared, one hand lazily gripping the rim of his goblet. “Pray to your gods that you have the answers, because Herragax here is yet to eat her breakfast.”

Skara stood unfazed, his face still within the confines of his hood. It clearly irritated the would-be king, who shifted in his seat.

“What business does a man and four Andarens have that would bring them to my kingdom, and from Erador no less? I know slaves when I see them, and these four are not that. Those three have the standing of a soldier,” he observed, jutting his chin at the cleric guards. “And that one stands so straight he must have been raised with a highborn stick up his arse. Then there’s you…” Vander’s eyes lingered on Skara. “What man commands Andarens?”

The Dark One’s smile could barely be seen inside the shadow of his hood. He had already used the power of the vambrace and scoured the memories that clung to Herragax’s long-lost scale. Having sifted quite surgically through the dragon’s life, Skara knew both she and Vander were a little over two hundred years old. They were still young by his reckoning.

“I would speak to the king of Harendun,” Skara announced. “But I do not see him here.”

Herragax exhaled sharply as Vander dropped his goblet and exploded from his throne, his sandy cloak flowing out behind him in dramatic fashion.

Skara remained perfectly still, not to be perturbed by theatrics.

Vander stopped inches from him, the Rider’s sight now piercing the shadows of his hood. He was all bluster, a dog trained to bark and never bite. That was the very thought he allowed to drift across his strange bond with Herragax, though it did not reach her in the manner of words but more a feeling. A growl rumbled from deep in her chest as her horned head slithered through the air. She didn’t agree.

But she didn’t disagree either…

There existed some tension between Rider and dragon, the two at odds over something. It didn’t take a brilliant strategist to assume the origin was Baelon Vos, a man Vander greatly feared and respected. Herragax was a touch more ambitious than her human counterpart. That excited Skara.

“You would mind your words in my house,” Vander warned him.

“My acolytes and I have come to your shores in the hope that we might…” Skara trailed off and took a moment to pull back his hood. “Perhaps it would be easier if I spoke to the one who holds your strings.”

Vander’s face dropped before it flushed with anger. “What did you just say?”

“They’re very fine strings,” Skara responded in mock compliment, “well crafted—almost impossible to see. But a puppet you remain. I would speak to your master, the one who’s had you keeping that seat warm,” he added, looking to the throne beyond Vander.

Like an insolent child who had failed to adopt any degree of discipline, the Dragon Rider sneered as he freed his silvyr blade. The weapon cut through the air between them as no more than a flash of apparent steel. Skara had predicted his reaction and was already in the process of raising his hand, there to conjure a weapon of his own.

The ring of silvyr on steel filled the throne room. Vander’s eyes were wide with surprise, his attention entirely captured by the exquisite axe that had appeared from nowhere to block his attack. More so, the steel of the axe blade had withstood the blow of silvyr without so much as a dent.

Vander slowly backed off, his sword falling to his side. “Get out,” he uttered. “Get out!” he bellowed when none of his guards reacted. “All of you! Get out!”

On hurried feet did they depart the chamber, the tall doors slamming shut in their wake. The cleric guards and The Eldan were left standing behind Skara, somewhat bewildered and unsure how to react.

“That is a weapon of power,” Vander pointed out.

Skara grinned. The Dragon Rider was his now. Still, it was a game of balance, and Vander needed positioning appropriately.

He tossed the axe at Vander, who caught it with smooth ease in one hand. He sheathed his sword and beheld the weapon in two hands, his gaze unable to stray from it. Holding the axe gave him a sense of control, making him oblivious to the quicksand he was unknowingly sinking in.

“Come,” he bade. “I would see it in the sun.” They wandered from the throne room and entered the glorious gardens beyond. “It’s exquisite,” the fool said, marvelling at the weapon of power in his hands, the axe head gleaming now in direct light.

It took everything to keep the smile from spreading broadly across Skara’s face. “Indeed,” he purred, his eyes closed and face up turned to the warm rays.

They soon arrived at the western wall, at the back of the garden, where they could look down over a large rectangular pit. Pre-invasion it had likely been a space made for Andaren market stalls or reserved for festivals, but Vander had filled it with men, soldiers all. Skara watched them move through their various drills, practicing all manner of combat skills.

It was a relief to Skara, who had feared the war-mongering population who had first laid siege to Harendun had been left to rot within its walls. Vander had kept them in rotation by the looks of it, ensuring they were ready.

But ready for what?

It was possible the witless fool had no idea, his every action by the design of Baelon Vos. It might have been easy to believe that the Dragonlord had kept Vander on a tight leash, but giving him reign over The Undying City and all those within was a luxury he obviously hadn’t afforded the other Riders. The real mistake was leaving Herragax to idle over a victory nearly two decades past.

She was bored.

Skara could feel as much through their inexplicable bond. The red dragon had followed them to the western wall, her every step destroying so much of the pristine gardens. While her scrutiny was not so visibly apparent as her Rider’s, her blue eyes shifting from time to time, The Dark One could feel her mind burrowing through the flexible membrane that stood between them.

Herragax felt an undeniable connection to him, and she didn’t like it. Curiously, however, it seemed she hadn’t informed Vander, who would most certainly have questioned the intrusion to a bond most coveted and fiercely kept.

It came back to the dragon’s boredom. Herragax longed for more victories having got a taste for it taking Harendun. She longed for the hunt, for battle, for the animalistic love of tearing into one’s enemy and emerging triumphantly as the better. To that end, she could feel something in Skara that reminded her of all that.

His detailed memories and specific experiences were beyond the strength of their bond, but as pieces of her bled across, so too did pieces of him bleed across. Even without knowing him as intimately as she knew Vander, Herragax could feel the raw power of him, of what he had accomplished.

It was alluring, intoxicating enough that she would remain quiet regarding their bond until she knew more of him. Furthering his appeal, Skara allowed some of his own ambition to bleed across, so the dragon might feel even more aligned with him.

That was all the more beguiling, a seductive proposition for one who longed to stretch her wings and show the entire realm what she was capable of. It was everything Vander couldn’t give her, the fearful Rider trapped beneath Baelon’s thumb.

“You’re one of the Jainus then,” Vander said assumingly. “They have sent emissaries before, and we have sent them all back, though not all intact,” he added devilishly. “Sending one with a weapon of power is at least a fresh tactic. The Andarens are a little much though.”

“I am no wizard of the Jainus,” The Dark One declared. “My magic is beyond their ken. And the weapon of power is mine, just as it is mine to give to whom I will.”

Vander’s eyes narrowed a notch. “You say a lot and yet, you say very little. I feel no closer to understanding who you are.”

“I told you, my name is Skara⁠—”

“Pendain,” the Rider interjected. “I know the name. I also know you cannot be the Skara Pendain.”

“You know the name?” Skara asked, pleasantly surprised.

“The Dragonlord knows all,” Vander informed him, paying homage to a man who wasn’t even present, an acknowledgment that spoke into his submissive nature. “Unlike those who came before him, he has shared his knowledge with the rest of us. So do not come to me as some pretender,” he admonished.

“I have other names,” Skara said, his eyes sliding over the Rider to meet Herragax’s gaze. “The Andarens call me Eikor. The dwarves call me Talakin. The Kedradi call me the Great Shadow. Your own ancestors called me The Dark One. Perhaps you would be more interested in their name?” He looked across The Eldan and cleric guards.

Vander stared at him a moment longer, clearly struggling to ascertain the truth. “And what would their name be?” he asked, his tone suggesting he would play along.

“They are Skaramangians,” The Dark One answered simply, his voice carrying over the clamour of training below.

The Rider’s head swivelled on the group—the enemy as he knew them. Both of his hands gripped the axe, knuckles paling, while Herragax’s head pivoted to show them her teeth.

“They are my acolytes,” Skara was quick to point out, if calmly. “As are all who bear their mark.”

Vander stared at him aghast, confusion creasing his handsome looks.

The Dark One touched his own chest with gloved fingers. “Skara,” he said, naming himself, before going on to gesture at the Andarens, “mangians. It’s from a tongue even older than the foundations of this city. It means followers of Skara. They were once a battalion of hardened warriors,” he explained wistfully, recalling the men who fought beside him against Barad-Agin’s hordes. “Now they are shadows, if legion.”

Those same memories tried to claw their way to the surface and rob him of reality. Skara discreetly dug his obsidian nails into the top of the wall beside him, threatening the integrity of his gloves. He glanced at Herragax before her eyes pulled him back and held him fast. Somewhere in the midst of their connection, he found new realms of strength and managed to stay grounded, his memories kept in check.

That in itself was a prize worth the effort required to build his new hand. His memories posed the greatest peril to him, always threatening to unravel his mind and upend his second chance, his destiny. His bond with Herragax offered a balm to that grim end, a way to control the flood of so many lives.

Vander stepped away from him, his grip on the axe having shifted so one hand supported the flat of the blade. “I could live with the fact that you have taken on the mantle of a mad Dragon Rider from eons long forgotten. Hells, I could even laugh at the notion of it. But to profess yourself as leader to the Skaramangians, the same cult who orchestrated the war, who have seen to the end of so many dragons and Riders… That I cannot abide.”

Quite deliberately, the Rider allowed the axe to slide down his grip, thereby extending the length of a potential swing.

Skara ignored the jibes at his sanity, as well as the threatening posture, and put his hands up. “That was the Vahlken,” he said deceptively. “No Skaramangian possesses the power to kill one of you.”

“You aimed the Vahlken at us.”

“No,” The Dark One responded, drawing knowledge previously taken from The Eldan. “The Vahlken have ever been beyond our control. They took it too far. The war wasn’t intended to diminish your order but destabilise both Erador and Andara. That’s why I have come to you now. Verda is ripe, and an alliance as powerful as ours would seize it.”

Vander hefted the axe to hold it just under the blade again, the fop’s theatrical response deflated by something as simple as reasonable words. “You would form an alliance with the Dragon Riders?” he queried doubtfully, as if Skara wasn’t worthy of such an accord.

The Dark One smiled. “No. The Dragon Riders would form an alliance with me.”

He held out his hand, and the axe responded to its true master, abandoning Vander only to reappear between Skara’s coiled fingers. But The Dark One did not attack.

Displaying the axe horizontally, he opened his palm and allowed the weapon to hover several inches above his hand. Various pieces began to rotate and slide out of place as if it was being deconstructed by invisible hands. Soon, the axe head floated separately from the haft, which had pulled itself apart into four fragments.

The heart of the axe could now be seen, glistening hypnotically before Vander and Herragax, its promise of power seen, if not felt.

The Dark One was pleased.

Most pleased.
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CONVICTION


As had become his habit, Joran awoke in a sweat. His dreams were fitful, tumultuous to the point of waking him up in the middle of the night on occasion. His mind felt like a creature that had outgrown its old skin and was slowly peeling away from what he was.

He had dreamt of being in that dark place again. Azad-guul. He fell into its depths when he slumbered, forced to relive his father’s death and the emergence of the real him, The Dark One. Gallien always died first. Then Aphrandhor.

Being a dream, it always morphed and twisted from memory to nightmare. Instead of fleeing with The Eldan, Skara strode through the violence created by Cob and approached Joran with The Green Leaf’s blood splattered across his chest.

Strong was the hand that gripped his throat and lifted him from the floor. It was usually around then that Joran woke up, gasping for breath. Instead, the dream had coiled and bled into memories that were not his. From one dungeon to another, Joran had, once again, been made to watch Icerys suffer under The Dark One’s cruel touch.

As before, it threatened to go on, tormenting Joran from a time and life that wasn’t his own, but the horror of it was carried away to a familiar sound, a tune that drifted through the dream and dissolved the grim scene. The tune was contagious, and Joran soon found himself adding words to the melody, though where they came from remained a mystery to him.

There was another voice added to his own, humming along with the song. Morgwyn! The dragon was pulling the song from his mother’s memories and humming the tune through their bond.

Joran…

The young voice had whispered from somewhere inside his mind, the sound of it cutting through the song and the nightmare alike. Dripping with sweat, Joran woke up and rolled over to see Morgwyn staring at him, the dragon resting by his side. There was so much depth to his violet eyes, each harbouring shards of icy blue.

Joran sat up, his gaze never wavering from his companion. “Did you… Did you say my name?”

Morgwyn continued to stare at him in silence.

Joran shuffled forwards on his knees, bringing him closer to the dragon. “Morgwyn,” he said, placing his hands either side of the dragon’s strong jaw. Morgwyn, he said again, in his mind this time.

Nothing.

The young dragon licked one of his hands and beat his tail once into the ground, a call to play.

“Joran,” Baelon Vos called from just beyond the mouth of the cave.

Joran shouldered Morgwyn’s disappointment and departed the cave as Grarfath and Kitrana were waking. The frosty morning air was most welcome after working up a sweat in his sleep, a feat he was slow to achieve even while sparring. The sound of the waterfall and the musky smell that drifted out of Garek’s forge had become oddly soothing.

Slait was the only stain on his environment. The Andaren brute remained chained to a post, eating and drinking when the opportunity was offered. In truth, he knew little of The Dancing Sword of the Dawn save his desire to kill any and all who opposed the Skaramangians. As a babe, that had apparently included Joran.

“Walk with me,” Baelon bade him.

Walking away from the camp, the pair headed down stream with Morgwyn by their side. The dragon’s head was down, his snout scrutinising every inch of ground while he hunted out the rats he had come to enjoy snacking on if not killing for sport.

Eventually, Baelon came to a stop and turned to face the river. With seemingly great contemplation he watched the coursing water on its northern journey into The Night Sea.

“You have made great strides in your training,” he commented, breaking the silence with his rich baritones. “Your under suit of scale mail is coming along nicely. Your swordplay and combat skills are exemplary, a testament to the enhancements you have inherited. Your footwork still needs attending to, but there’s time,” he added critically. “I have seen you practicing your magic too, a boon to your growing arsenal.”

He said nothing after that, and Joran didn’t know how, or even if, to respond.

“I wonder if the changes seen in you are as significant as the changes that cannot be seen,” he finally continued.

“Master?”

“As I have said to you before, a time is coming when you will have to choose. There are forces beyond us at work, and they will try to convince you of a better path. I am curious to know if you are a Rider bonded to a dragon or a Dragon Rider. There is a difference. The latter adheres to the oaths and tenets of our order, as defined by the Dragonlord. The former… well, you know enough about The Dark One to understand the destruction we are capable of. It is the accountability and loyalty to our order that keeps real peace.”

“Why are you saying this?” Joran had to ask, recalling a very similar conversation they had already had.

“Because you are on the path of the Dragon Rider now. Our tenets are your tenets. Your loyalty is to us—to me. And not because I seek power but because I demand accountability.” Baelon took a breath and fully turned to face Joran. “I am saying this because more and more I see you coming to understand how profound the effects of your training can be. You might not wish to admit it, but you would have to be blind not to see something of the legend you could become. And yet…”

Baelon paused to retrieve something from his belt. Joran immediately recognised the large black feather and, while he was able to conceal any revelation on his face, he looked up to search the skies, revealing his understanding.

“This is an Aegre’s feather,” Baelon stated. “The same Aegre who accompanied Kassanda and Garganafan on Nareene.” His calculating eyes fell on Joran. “You know this Aegre, yes?”

Joran knew better than to withhold the truth from the Dragonlord. “His name is Oaken. He is… he was my mother’s Aegre.”

“Oaken…” Baelon tested the name on his lips. “He is holding ground nearby. Strange that he should be here at all, no? Bereft of their Vahlken, Aegres tend to go wild. This one, however, keeps the company of dragons and searches out its companion’s offspring. Most peculiar.”

Joran’s imagination went to dark places, and he turned to look back at Kalaghan further up the river. “What will you do to him?” he asked, dreading the answer.

“It’s not what I will do,” Baelon replied cooly. “The choice will be yours, remember. Oaken is part of who you were. He has no part to play in who you are. A time is coming when you will need to make that clear to the Aegre, as you will to the others who demand you step off this path. Hence my musings as to what is transpiring in here.” He pressed one gloved finger into Joran’s chest.

It was hard to find clarity in the storm that had taken up residency inside Joran’s heart. He was influenced by Morgwyn, who harboured his mother’s instincts and loyalty to an order established by his father, Malliath. At the same time, he still felt a bond that connected him to Kassanda and Androma, who both stood on the other side of the line to Baelon, claiming the order of true Dragon Riders was still very much alive and had nothing to do with Baelon and his loyal warriors.

Then there was the Dragonlord himself. The results from his unique brand of training were undeniable—they had allowed him to defeat a bear, an act that saved Morgwyn’s life. In the forges of that particular fire, Joran knew he had already begun a journey that would, indeed, offer him the chance to make momentous choices that reshaped Verda for the better. Could the same be said of allying with Kassanda once more?

A time of dragons would bring an age of peace, a destiny that sat squarely on his shoulders. He didn’t have the luxury of considering the finer points of each argument and the reasons they had for structuring their order differently. The bigger picture was at stake. Didn’t that warrant sacrifice? Wasn’t that a price worth paying?

There was another part of him that wanted to be done with it all and run away with Morgwyn.

“I see,” Baelon said softly, detecting Joran’s turbulent thoughts. He handed the feather to him and made for the camp upriver.

Joran stood there, on the water’s edge, lost in the black of that feather. He wished then that he could conjure even a single image of his mother rather than the mere idea of her.

“Come along,” Baelon called, half turned back to eye the young Rider. “Training. Then, should you earn it—breakfast.”

Joran regarded the feather one last time before releasing it atop the flowing river. There it became ensnared and was carried away, much to the satisfaction of the Dragonlord.
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The notion of breakfast was soon replaced with talk of lunch by the time Joran was allowed to catch his breath. He could do naught but collapse where he stood, his chest finally heaving from hours of exertion. Added to his fatigue was no small degree of pain where Baelon had whipped him with the flat of his blade or hammered him with fist, foot, and elbow.

Tasting blood in his mouth, Joran spat across the ground and wiped his sore lips. His spine cracked in multiple places as he attempted to pick himself up again, his strength and resolve bolstered by the sweet smell of bacon.

“You were slower today,” Baelon observed, sheathing his sword.

Finding strength in Morgwyn’s violet gaze, Joran managed to stand up straight and maintain his grip on what was Garek’s silvyr sword. “It’s the scale mail,” he complained, rotating his left shoulder. “It slows me down.”

“It’s stiff,” the Dragonlord replied. “You must continue to wear it while you train. In time, it will be that of a second skin.” Baelon tilted his head to examine certain areas of the under suit, where it could be seen beneath the dark tooled leathers Garek had tailored for him. “It also needs finishing in areas. Be sure to collect more scales. This,” he said, gripping the purple scales on his arm, “can be the difference between life and death.”

“Hmph.” The noise had come from behind Baelon, where Slait was forced to stand day and night.

“It speaks,” Baelon remarked, turning away from Joran. “Something to say, Vahlken?”

Slait sniffed loudly, his golden eyes boring into the Dragonlord. “I have found your precious armour to be of little use when the sword is swung by my hands.”

Baelon gave a weightless laugh and approached the Dawn Sword. “I was just beginning to think you had no fight left in you.”

“Release me, and I will show you a fight.”

The Dragonlord made a considering expression before drawing his sword again. A single swipe cleaved the chains and set the zealot free. He went on to drive his sword into the ground in front of Slait, where he left it in favour of the camp.

“What are you doing?” Joran demanded.

“Having lunch,” Baelon told him happily enough.

Joran and Slait were left looking at each other, though there was some uncertainty in the Andaren, his eagerness to murder his opponent tempered by thoughts of a trap.

“You can either fight him, or you can fight Kalaghan,” Baelon informed the brute, as he took a plate of food from Gondrith.

Slait glanced at the huge dragon resting in the river. He then looked at Joran with a hungry grin spread across his scarred face. Without a word, he claimed Baelon’s silvyr sword and fell into a circular pattern that forced Joran to mirror him.

“What is this?” Joran asked, his eyes never straying from the Andaren.

Baelon countered with his own question. “Why do you think I brought him here?”

Joran stole a glance at his master.

“There’s only so much you can learn while sparring,” the Dragonlord explained. “You need an opponent who will gladly kill you given the chance.”

“I’ve faced plenty of people who would gladly kill me,” Joran spat back, his temper flaring.

“Not like him you haven’t,” Baelon retorted. “He was made to challenge us. Now we will see exactly what you have learned.”

Slait was rolling the blade this way and that, getting a feel for its weight and balance. “For seventeen years I have thought of nothing but slicing your throat,” he said menacingly. “Your blood is an abomination. I would spill it and let the earth drink it in—let it feed the weeds, I say.”

Morgwyn appeared on the edge of their circle, bringing a stop to the Andaren’s movement. The young dragon growled, his snout of dark violet scales flexing to bare his teeth, his jaws more than powerful enough to rip one of Slait’s arms off. Kalaghan intervened, arching his thick neck to bring his mighty head and lone horn over Morgwyn. It should have been enough to make the younger dragon back off, but Morgwyn was singular minded when it came to anything that truly threatened his companion.

Kalaghan huffed and swung his head like a club, knocking Morgwyn aside. Morgwyn was fast to recover and pounced to return to Joran’s side, only this time Kalaghan brought one of his front claws down, trapping the younger dragon between his powerful digits. Joran flinched, fighting every fibre of his being that protested the act, but he knew better than to challenge Kalaghan, especially if that meant turning his back on the murderous Dawn Sword.

Slait took advantage of the distraction. His advance was little more than a whisper, his attack only heard in the flap of his battle skirt as he sailed through the air. To any man it was an impossible leap, his entire body projected forwards from a stand still to see him cross several feet without touching the ground.

Having barely caught the zealot’s movement in the corner of his eye, Joran wasn’t confident he could raise his sword and block the incoming attack at the right angle. Instead, he dropped and rolled forwards, taking him under the slashing blade and bringing him up behind Slait.

Except he wasn’t behind Slait when he rose from his manoeuvre.

The Vahlken-trained brute had also dropped and pivoted at speed on one hand. His right leg swung around to catch the young Rider behind the knees. The impact against the ground almost stole the air from his lungs, but he retained his wits enough to roll aside before Slait plunged the silvyr blade through his chest.

“You’re fast,” the Andaren said, yanking the sword free of the ground. “But are you fast enough?”

Joran flipped onto his feet and returned to the fight with a swing of his own. He flowed through a series of attacks Baelon had taught him, only to have every one of them blocked or deflected by The Dancing Sword of the Dawn, who went on to counter and run his blade up and across Joran’s left thigh.

His cry of pain pierced the camp, and he staggered across their small field of battle. True to his word, Vahlken strength, precision, and silvyr in hand proved enough to carve through Morgwyn’s discarded scales and bite into flesh.

Slait laughed, and what a terrible hacking sound his amusement produced. “Obviously not,” he said, answering his own question.

Joran kept walking inside the invisible circle of their arena, testing the strength of his injured leg. He could move without a limp, but the volume of blood trickling over the edges of the wound was disturbing.

Baelon paused in devouring his lunch. “The only way you’re going to survive this is by killing him.”

“Who are you talking to?” Joran asked.

The Dragonlord offered a shrug. “Both of you.”

“Come on then!” Slait growled, hammering his sword against the muddied white of his cuirass. “I was training to kill your kind before you were even born, little runt.”

Joran shrugged back his tan cloak and gripped his sword in two hands, displaying a measure of patience and control as well as confidence. Slait took it as a dare, and he happily advanced. The two met in a clash of silvyr and each with the strength of several men.

It was immediately evident that the Andaren’s style was different, alien even. Here was a warrior who had trained for decades or more and knew exactly how and when to incorporate his enhancements. He was fluid in his movements when required while precise and brutal when needed, his extraordinary strength applied to his specification.

The real problem occurred when he combined speed and strength into the same attack, such as the time he batted Joran’s blade aside and smashed their heads together with a rough grip about his collar. While his head was whipped back, blood sprayed across his face, the zealot lashed out thrice with his sword, slicing Joran cross his right hip, left pectoral, and a final low blow across his uninjured leg. So fine and sharp was the blade that Joran barely felt it when combined with his opponent’s speed.

The pain only rushed in after a kick to the stomach put him on his back again.

“Is this to be the future of your order, old man?” Slait demanded, pointing the Dragonlord’s sword at Joran.

Baelon didn’t even look at the zealot as he replied, “I have no need of your words, Skaramangian. You’re here as a lesson and then to die—in that order.”

Joran groaned as he picked himself up, convinced that his nose was now crooked.

“You’re holding back,” Baelon called out to him. “This creature will surely kill you. Where is your conviction?”

His last word was almost lost as the two met in battle once more. Twice Joran heard Slait’s weapon cut through his leathers, missing his skin by a hair’s breadth. Once did he throw an elbow and catch the Andaren across the jaw, but the brute turned the blow into a spin that brought the pommel of his sword up into Joran’s cheek.

Sent staggering again, Joran lashed out wildly, fearing that his foe was already upon him. He wasn’t. Slait was taking his time, savouring every drop of blood he exacted while filling the air with his horrendous laughter.

“Without unwavering conviction you will never claim unyielding authority in all that you face. There can be no victory without first conviction, Joran. Until now they were just words, yes? It’s time you saw the power I am instilling in you. Our tenets don’t bind you to us. They bind you to yourself.”

Joran spat blood again and took a breath. So many parts of his body were in pain, demanding his attention. Training with Baelon and the Riders had made the feeling all too familiar, but the added prospect of actually dying sharpened his mind. He locked Slait in his gaze, whose only injury was a split lip.

“Conviction, Joran,” Baelon hissed.

The young Rider darted into a leaping attack, coming down with a thrusting blade that he knew his opponent would easily evade. Slait did just that, dashing to one side, where Joran was already twisting his body mid-air. The zealot grunted, his face pounded by a tough heel and all the strength Ilithranda had gifted her son.

Slait landed on his shoulder and skidded across the frosted ground, the Dragonlord’s sword clattering on the stone while still in his grip. It was the Andaren’s turn to spit blood this time, though he rose with a fluid ease Joran couldn’t have dreamed of.

“You kick like your mother,” Slait grumbled, thumbing some of the blood from his lips.

Any sense of conviction Joran had just achieved was evaporated by the mention of his mother. His face dropped, and his knuckles paled around the hilt of his weapon.

“I beat her black and blue every day of the week,” Slait went on. “Whether we were training or not,” he added with a devilish smile. “It’s no wonder she died giving birth to you. Weaklings beget weaklings after all.”

They came together again in a flurry of silvyr, pommel blows, and fists. Joran poured his rage into the two-handed swing that sliced neatly through Slait’s cuirass, drawing a red line across his ribs. The Dawn Sword accepted the fresh wound as he would a mere slap, going on to perform a short jump and a back kick that slammed into Joran’s spine.

“What a waste of Handuin’s magic she was,” Slait continued tauntingly. “I should have done the world a favour and slaughtered her before she fell for one of their mangy kind,” he added, eyeing the human Riders. “To think she let one of them put their diseased seed inside her.” The Andaren zealot spat in Joran’s direction.

The rage ignited in Joran was tantamount to madness itself. It blinded him to everything, from Kassanda’s training to Baelon’s and all else in between and either side. He needed to make Slait suffer as surely as he needed to breathe. That emotional tempest boiled over within him, dragging a roar from somewhere deep in his chest.

It also chilled his bones and excited his skin…

His free hand began to raise, palm exposed. There was no spell in his head, no structure for the magic he was calling forth. It was simply raw, berserk in nature and brimming with his fury.

So too was all of this emotion and magic mirrored in Morgwyn, who shared it all through their bond whether he fully understood it or not.

Every Rider could feel it in the air, that charge before reality snapped under the pressure of building magic. The heads of all whipped around to lay eyes on Morgwyn. At the same time, Kalaghan lifted his claw and retreated a step into the river.

Beating Joran to the punch, the young dragon expelled all the energy in a flash of light so intense it completely concealed Morgwyn within. It also melted the ground beneath and around him in a large circle, creating a shallow well in the earth.

Having relinquished his hold on magic, Joran let his hand fall from his eyes, blinking into the haze. He had witnessed wonders in his short life—the gleaming splendour of Erador’s throne room, the austere grandeur of Drakanan’s walls, the ethereal shimmer of the Silver Trees of Akmar. Even the sublime majesty of the great Garganafan himself, the dragon of dragons.

Morgwyn was all that and so much more.

The young dragon rose like a vision from myth, framed by the smoke as though born from it. He stood with the poise of a king, neck arched, head lifted high in effortless command. His horns, now great scythes of sable ridged bone, curved with power, each as thick as Joran’s arm. His claws, obsidian daggers, gleamed faintly in the gloomy vapour. The once-modest sheen of his scales had transformed into a tide of shadowed amethyst, rippling with motion and catching the light like polished gemstones. They flowed in perfect symmetry down the length of his vast tail, which now ended in a cruel, knotted spur of bone.

Then, with a single beat of his wings—vast, powerful things veined with radiant violet—Morgwyn swept the smoke aside, revealing himself fully. The membranes shimmered like living silk, echoing the impossible clarity of his eyes, eyes that saw everything, judged everything, and needed no words to command awe.

Morgwyn was not merely magnificent. He was sovereign.

Despite undergoing a vigorous transformation, it was Morgwyn who noted Slait’s absence first, an alarm Joran felt across their bond. He alone turned back, glimpsing something of the Andaren fleeing between the trees of The Unadine.

Joran was gone, his feet propelling him from the flat clearing and into the trees at speed, his wounds forgotten.

The chase was on, and Joran felt a new part of himself rising to the occasion: the predator! His bond with a dragon was undeniable then, his whole body yearning for the sweet relief of the catch.

Having skipped over boulders, whipped between the trees, and leaped over divots in the ground, Joran felt the excitement of not only having his prey squarely in his sights, but the knowledge that he could increase his current speed. And so he did, using an outcropping of stone at the last second to redirect his jump. He tackled Slait from the side, and the two were sent hurtling over the edge of a short rise.

Joran lost his grip on the Andaren somewhere down the slope, his own body too busy tumbling over itself until reaching the flat earth at the bottom. A fresh cut made itself known above Joran’s left eye, the blood tickling his white eyebrow while the pain throbbed through his skull.

It was nothing compared to the kick Slait launched into his ribs.

The air forced from his lungs, Joran rolled shoulder over shoulder, his scale mail and dark leathers put to the test as he scraped over jagged rocks and loose stones. Gasping for breath, he tried to get up, using whatever was left of his rage to push through the pain.

It was no use. In every way, Slait was simply better. He was stronger, faster, quicker to recover, and vigorously trained to wield all of those traits so they complemented each other. The result was a headlock that saw Joran ensnared by a thick arm around his throat.

The zealot squeezed.

Joran could feel the blood pressure rising in his face, pushing against his skin, flushing from red to purple. He hammered against his enemy’s arm and clawed at anything he could around Slait’s head. Still the brute continued to squeeze the life out of him.

“I wish your traitorous mother was still alive to see this,” the Dawn Sword seethed. “But you had to kill her first, didn’t you. You robbed me of that, little runt.”

For all the fury it ignited in Joran, he didn’t have the breath to feed his muscles and fight back. He was locked in place by the brute, pressed against the cold ground while the corded muscle of Slait’s arm choked him to death. The injustice of it was heartbreaking, almost as much as the injustice of being parted from Morgwyn while their bond was so young and full of eternal promise.

But he had foolishly run into the arms of Death itself. All his training, all that he had endured… He wasn’t ready. He needed to learn more, endure more.

And now he never would.

As his legs slowed in their thrashing and the light of the world began to dim, there was but one sensation left that Joran could still feel. Vibrations. The ground thundered rhythmically beneath him. Was that Death, he wondered. Was the ground going to open up and gulp him down into the abyss?

The quakes ceased abruptly, and a great shadow spread briefly across the canopy. A calamitous noise filled the forest, and with an impact that seemed to crack the earth. As trees bent and snapped and branches fell to the ground, a wave of dirt washed over Slait and Joran before the Andaren was viciously yanked away.

Joran’s chest expanded and he sucked in a desperate breath of much-needed oxygen. He heard something whip through the air above him and the nearest boulder exploded in a shower of broken stone. More trees gave way to something considerably stronger than their ancient trunks and collapsed across the forest floor, a flurry of leaves and pines shooting in all directions.

In the chaos of it all, Joran’s hand landed on something shockingly smooth, and his fingers naturally curled about it. He might have believed it was a black pebble were its surface not so glassy. It had a small impression on one side, perfect to fit an adult thumb, and within the slight well was the tip of a small needle. It was a diviner, identical to the one Baelon had taken from a dead Skaramangian, only this one had fallen from Slait’s belt in the fall.

Pocketing the object, Joran rolled over and propped himself up on his elbows. He blinked a few times, focusing his violet eyes on the ruin sprawled before him. There in the middle of it all was Morgwyn, a sentinel of dark muscle at least four horses long. Beneath one of his front claws lay The Dancing Sword of the Dawn, his chest left with hardly enough room to breathe as the dragon’s claws sank ever deeper into the earth around him.

Morgwyn exuded unbridled wrath as he lowered his face to Slait’s, his snout only inches from that pale face. You will not touch him again, the dragon proclaimed, his first words spoken unto the world, if only in Joran’s mind.

But what powerful words they were.
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Through the twists and turns that carved out The Gold Rise, Cob brought Androma to the foot of his world, where the Kedradi had thrived for millennia. Due to its location, nestled deep within in those southern lands, the solitary city could only be heard just before they rounded that final corner in the towering stone. Indeed, Cob had heard of explorers, adventurers, and even the lost wandering straight past the Kedradi without ever realising the area was teeming with civilisation.

The ranger, on the other hand, knew exactly where to go, avoiding the dead ends and seemingly endless trails that eventually led to The Drifting Sea. He also knew where to locate the watchers, his eyes—those of a skilled hunter—always finding his kin hiding amongst the high alcoves and shadowed clefts. Had they not already identified him as Kedradi, they would have revealed themselves and offered the pair a choice: turn back or die.

Rounding that final canyon wall, Cob brought his horse to a stop on the desert road while his gaze wandered over the descendants of Kanofell and the city they had wrought from reddish rock.

“Welcome to New Nithrael,” he announced.

The city climbed like a masterpiece etched into the southern mountainside, each ascending tier adorned with a growing forest of towers, turrets, and needle-thin spires that stood proudly between colossal statues—immortal tributes to the mythic heroes of the Kedradi's earliest legends. Roads wound in elegant spirals and tight coils around these monumental forms, creating a cityscape that felt as much like a living labyrinth as it did a gallery of wonder.

From every crevice and ledge, nature burst forth—vibrant trees, flowering vines, and cascading shrubs spilling between stonework as if the city itself breathed greenery. These bursts of colour softened the grandeur with life, blending the engineered and the organic in seamless harmony.

At its zenith, where the towering rock face curled into a great overhang, rose the Red Palace—less a building than a crimson crown set upon the head of New Nithrael. Though the city brimmed with marvels, the palace held its place with effortless majesty.

Every surface told a story. The immense outer wall, curved in a protective embrace around the heart of the city, was carved with reliefs so detailed they seemed to ripple with movement—depicting epochs of Kedradi triumph, turmoil, and transcendence. Here, etched into stone and shaped into skyline, was the soul of a people who had forever pursued brilliance: visionary, exacting, and endlessly inspired.

Those same traits could be found in their cooking, as evidenced by the alluring scents and smells that wafted out from the sprawling market that stretched across the flat plain before the city. It drew Cob in like a child taken by the guiding hand of a parent—he trusted it.

How he had missed the delicacies of home. He remained astride his horse and inhaled notes of cinnamon, cumin, clove, and turmeric. It was all carried on a bed of cooking meats and fresh salads, the latter of which was harvested from carefully cultivated grasslands south-west of the mountains.

“I didn’t realise how hungry I am,” Androma commented, catching all the same aromas as the ranger.

Cob eyed the saddlebag of rationed supplies—its interior had been all too spacious for several days. “Let’s get some food. Stay close to me.”

Androma reached for the purse on her belt.

“Marks and crowns won’t get you anything here,” Cob informed her. “Rend is the currency of the desert, and I lost any I had saved when we were defeated at Taraktor.”

“We are to steal then?” Androma asked doubtfully.

“We have little choice. It’s been some years since I was last here. I would get the lay of the land before knocking on my sister’s door.”

On foot, their horse’s reins in hand, the two companions walked the final leg of their journey that brought them into the embrace of the Kedradi. Cob had already gone to lengths to conceal The Green Leaf’s sword, Yalaqin, in strips of cloth and strapped it to his saddle behind a few supplies to hide its shape. The same had been done to Androma’s silvyr blade, though she refused to hide Ilithranda’s atori short-sword, preferring to keep it tucked away within her robes and cloak where she could retrieve it if needed.

“Do I stand out?” she asked as they pressed on through the market place.

Cob glanced at her, his amusement all his own. “Yes. You’re a touch paler than most who call the desert their home. But, in truth, it’s your clothes that give you away.”

“My clothes?” Androma echoed, her wizard’s staff tapping the ground rhythmically at her feet.

“So dark and… drab,” he added with a touch of humour. “All of Erador is the same by a Kedradi’s eyes. My people like colour. They wear things that accentuate their style rather than wearing clothes that allow them to blend in with the mob.”

“Sounds exhausting,” Androma remarked dryly.

Cob agreed with her to some extent, aware then that he was wearing dull leathers marred with gouges and dents, and with a black cloak taken from one of the dead Skaramangians on Nareene. Still, he was undeniably Kedradi by the arsenal of bone weaponry he carried, the copper ringlets in his dreadlocks, and the colourful feathers that hung from the pommel of his dagger.

“Here,” he said, placing an apple in her hand, the fruit discreetly taken only seconds ago from one of the carts they passed.

They trickled through the gaps, stealing food wherever they could, their horses often used as cover or misdirection. Water was easier to come by thanks to a natural spring that had been reworked into a drinking fountain that could accommodate a few dozen people at once.

“The city gates are ahead,” Cob reported.

“Is there a problem?”

The ranger scanned the guards who wandered atop the fortifications as well as those who lingered in the great archway of the open gates. Like ants scurrying over their hill, they could all be seen thanks to the traditional garb of the Kedradi soldier, making them stand out in their creams and blues. So too was the sigil of House Thayne visible upon every breastplate, displaying the open book with a spear running up through the spine.

Far easier to spot were the mounted guards, they who patrolled both the walls and the markets astride their reptilian Drogals. Twice the size of even the biggest horse, the red Drogals stood out as they scaled the outer wall, carrying their riders in and out of the city with ease. With broad tusks, sharp fins, and a long tail that darkened towards the tip, those wandering through the markets were granted a wide berth.

“Is there another way inside?” Androma asked when he didn’t reply.

Cob noted the young couple who had stopped in their browsing to scrutinise the old Rider, likely having heard her speak in the common tongue of Erador’s northern lands.

“No,” he answered before steering her and the horses in a different direction. “And keep your voice down,” he added, his words just audible above the hubbub. “Can you speak any Ked?”

“Not a word,” Androma admitted. “Your people have given us little reason to learn your ways.”

“There’s no getting round the walls, and we couldn’t scale them before being spotted,” the ranger explained. “The only way inside is through the gates. Just stay close to me, keep your head down, and don’t say anything.”

“Is all this really necessary?” Androma queried irritably. “We have been sent on official business from Erador—we still have Galahart’s seal and missive, yes? I don’t understand why we can’t simply walk up to the gates and make ourselves known. It would be quicker after all, and time is against us. I can’t imagine our adversary is dallying like this.”

Cob was shaking his head, though the exasperation he felt was aimed at his own people rather than Androma’s perspective. “If the king of Erador himself walked up to those gates and said he was here on official business, those guards would still have him turn around at the point of a spear. The Kedradi do not recognise the authority of Erador’s throne,” he put candidly.

“Then how are we to achieve anything here?” Androma hissed.

The ranger said nothing for a moment, his mind working through the possible routes and required opportunities to see him alone through the city and into his sister’s private wing of The Red Palace. It was near on impossible without harming his fellow Kedradi, and those sworn to protect his sister at that.

“My question was rhetorical, Cob,” Androma said, bringing an end to his machinations. “Galahart set you to this task for a reason. You, and not his seal or word from the king, can get us an audience before the queen. Why are we not using the only card we have to play?”

“I was a prince in exile, and that was before my self-imposed exile. My visits here were few and far between and always without the knowledge of the masses. My mother would bring us to these very markets in disguise. My name means nothing here. Worse. It means death to these people. They don’t understand my curse, but they know well enough that the males of my line must be kept far away. To them, there is little difference between curse and disease.”

Androma sighed. “Then I shall stay close, keep my head down, and say nothing.”

“Pull your hood up,” the Kedradi insisted as they approached the open gates.

With thirty feet still to go before they reached the threshold, a trio of guards had already taken notice of them. They peeled away from their station and slowly placed themselves between the companions and the city entrance, their collective stand enough to redirect the flow of foot traffic in and out.

“What work of the All-Fate brings you to New Nithrael?” the lead guard asked.

It was the first time in years that someone besides Aphrandhor had addressed him in his native Ked. The wizard had always butchered the nuances, an annoying fact that Cob would miss for the rest of his life.

So too was it the first time anyone had spoken of the All-Fate in many years. The religion of his people was just as complex as any other, be it the Gilded of Erador, who worshipped Kaliban, the dwarves of Morthil who bowed only to financial profit, or the Andarens and their dead gods.

In another life, Cob knew he would have been a religious man, a path deliberately laid before any who stood to rule. Indeed, he knew his mother and sister were devout believers in the All-Fate and had even led some of the carnivals and festivals honouring the deity.

Life in exile, with his bitter father no less, had kept his faith in the shallows, where knowledge and belief would always clash.

“Seeking work,” Cob replied casually.

“There’s no work where you’re from?” the guard asked, his final word lingering as he fished for their place of origin.

“Wakese, sir,” the ranger replied, thinking of the Kedradi town east of New Nithrael. “And no, sir. We heard there was good work to be found here.”

“And what good work does one such as yourself seek?” The guard was eyeing the numerous weapons that clung to him.

“We are hunters,” he answered truthfully, noting one of the three had moved off to investigate the horses.

“Hunters?” the guard repeated, his voice laden with doubt. “Including her?”

Androma had tilted her head at just the wrong angle and revealed the blindfold that concealed her ravaged eyes.

“These are not Kedradi horses,” the wayward guard called out, a hint of alarm about him.

The lead guard raised his chin a notch while one hand dropped to rest on the hilt of his bone sword. “Where do you hail from?” he demanded. “The truth!”

Cob lifted one hand to urge a sense of calm. “We’re from Wakese!” he said again.

The leader made a gesture, and the other two began to separate Androma from her horse before going on to search the saddlebags. The guard soon discovered the silvyr sword, his finger sliced by its concealed edge.

“Illegal traders!” he blurted.

It had been some years, but Cob still recalled the short drop and sudden stop forced upon those who traded in illegal weapons.

“Cob, what’s happening?” Androma asked, her words only serving to make the situation worse.

The guard beside her drew his scimitar of bone. “Parthendi!” he barked, a name for all things not Kedradi.

The ranger had his hands up now, his calls for peace drowned out by the guards yelling at them to get on their knees. A crowd had been sucked in, the city’s threshold steadily packing from side to side with onlookers.

“Tell them who you are!” Androma was shouting over it all, a blade at her throat.

“That won’t help!” he called back, not daring to take his eyes from the guard in front of him, nor the scimitar pointed at his face.

Any hope of a diplomatic resolution evaporated when one of the trio manhandled Androma and spotted the Vahlken short-sword within the folds of her ragged robes. If there was any question surrounding the old Rider’s heart rate, it was then answered by Androma herself.

Her body moved as one, and in two different directions. The guard attempting to confiscate the atori blade had his wrist ensnared and twisted painfully out of place, while her other elbow snapped up and to the side, slamming into the other man’s face. Ensuring they no longer posed a threat to her, the old Rider whipped her right leg up one way then the other, hammering both men in the gut and knocking them to the ground.

The leader swivelled on her, forgetting Cob altogether, only to have his scimitar batted from his hand by Androma’s Vahlken short-sword. A swift flourish and the point of the slightly curved blade was pressed into the man’s cuirass and used to push him back a few steps.

“This man!” Androma bellowed, gesturing at the ranger now.

“Androma!” Cob hissed.

“We tried it your way. This man! His name is Valarius Cobenian Thayne! He is brother to your queen, Hurelia Thayne! We seek an audience with Her Grace⁠—”

“Cursed!” one of the men from the mob shouted.

“Cursed!” another spat.

It was soon being chanted from every direction. Parents could be seen to grab and redirect their children away from the cursed one while the elders among them did their best to navigate through the crowd and reach safety. Of those that remained, one reached down and picked up a stone and threw it at Cob’s head.

It was cut from the air by the edge of Androma’s blade, her senses just as sharp as the weapon she wielded.

The thunderous padding of reptilian feet sounded from the dirt road inside the city, turning all to the arrival of several Drogals. The riders wore the colours of House Thayne, their shoulder cloaks a pleasant cerulean blue, while the band of cloth beneath their belts was a vibrant red and the strip of fabric that dangled from their pommels a familiar purple.

The lead rider had a severe look about him, his scalp shaved clean while his black beard was long and thick. His eyes were a lighter shade of brown than Cob’s, but his skin was a shade darker, richer.

He looked directly at Cob as his mount carved a path through the mob, who shouted up to him, reporting on the ranger’s true identity. “Do they speak truth?” the bald rider demanded, his spear in hand. “You are the prince in-exile?”

Cob sighed but still managed to stand a little straighter. “I am,” he declared.

The rider looked him up and down, unimpressed. “You look well for a dead man.”

“Cursed!” came another chorus from mob.

“We will discover the truth of you,” the rider stated, “and your Parthendi friend too. But not here. Your very presence incites violence, and I will not tolerate it in my city.”

The ranger eyed the broad-shouldered rider, seeing something familiar about him now. “Your city,” he echoed quietly to himself. “Who are you, sir?” he asked boldly.

The rider looked down at him, pausing in his departure. “I am Thedonus Hastus Maxymun,” he announced proudly, “king consort to Queen Hurelia Thayne. I am your brother-in-law,” he added, with considerably less pride.

[image: ]


Cob glanced at Thedonus many times as they were escorted through the labyrinthine streets of New Nithrael. He saw him eventually, that younger man who had always stood in the background when Cob had been permitted to attend the various meetings surrounding his mother’s funeral and, indeed, the service itself. His appearance had certainly changed and not just in the shaving of his scalp or growing his goatee into a full beard. He was simply broader, his physique displaying a degree of discipline and training that hadn’t quite been there before.

Still, it was him, the man who had always been close to his sister, but never close enough to warrant an introduction. Not that Cob had ever been introduced to anyone during his visits to the city—he and his brother, Cassius, had been ushered through darkened alleys and quiet corridors under a waning moon.

Perhaps that was why he felt like a raw nerve riding through the streets so openly now, and in between a convoy of soldiers led by none other than the king consort. He was terribly exposed, his presence garnering attention from all sides. Many of the crowd from the gates hurried in their wake, spreading word of the cursed one’s return.

The ranger did his best to ignore the looks and pointing fingers, the whispers and the scowls. Instead, he turned his attention to the city around him. It occurred to him that the first Kedradi to settle there had chosen a location with no sky above them, a thought that had eluded him on previous visits. New Nithrael was shielded by the plateau of rock that jutted out, shading it in the afternoon. Of course, it was not the sun they had likely sought refuge from.

He imagined Kanofell burning as dragons descended from the heavens, something the first settlers had witnessed with their own eyes. If dragons were to attack again, they would have to come in low and sweep around the city, following the curve of the back wall. That would leave them vulnerable to the several hundred ballistae that had been positioned at varying levels from one side to the other.

Soo too would any army be funnelled as they attacked from land, their battalions forced to navigate the narrow and meandering canyons and mountain paths. Never again would the wrath of Erador be allowed to crash upon the Kedradi.

Still, it wasn’t Kanofell. That island was and would always be their true home.

Following the sinuous road, they rose ever higher until The Red Palace came into view, its beautiful towers and buildings always moving with the presence of so many soldiers and red-scaled Drogals. Their horses were soon taken from them, along with all of their weapons, steel, silvyr, and otherwise.

Androma gave no protest—she had achieved her goal. She did, however, apologise to the ranger as they were guided through the palace gates.

“This isn’t how I wished to return,” Cob responded quietly, his tone a little biting.

“If we delayed in our errand, there might not have been a city to return to,” the old Rider told him. “Remember why we’re here. Out there, somewhere, The Dark One is preparing to make his first move. Whatever that is, the Kedradi might be the only thing he hasn’t anticipated. That’s an advantage we can’t afford to⁠—”

“I understand,” Cob interrupted. “What you need to understand is the level of disruption my presence here will cause.” He looked back over one shoulder to see the mob stopped a few hundred yards down the road, barred by soldiers in red, purple, and blue. “Our chances of getting the Kedradi to rally behind Erador is less likely if they suspect my involvement.”

“It’s a curse, not a disease,” Androma clapped back.

“I told you, they see no difference.”

“Well it needs pointing out that there is a cure to your so-called disease, and that you are the first of your line actually doing something to find it.” The old Rider paused and took a breath while she composed herself. “Your people would be lucky to have you lead them in battle,” she added earnestly.

Cob was genuinely thankful for the comment, knowing that his companion meant it, and would have said as much were they not directed through the main doors and into the palace foyer. The interior had been designed to allow a breeze to move easily through the halls and chambers. With the breeze in mind, the corridors were not so grand as anything to be found in Erador’s northern lands, thereby keeping the cool air confined and not lost to arching chambers.

Tapestries hung in alcoves, colourful weaves that depicted previous rulers, queens all. Pieces of art, sculptures mostly, dominated the larger spaces, their unusual shapes allowing the viewer to determine what they were supposed to be. Cob didn’t know what it said about him that he only saw monsters in every single piece, especially the sculptures that towered over him.

“Through here,” Thedonus commanded, though it was two palace guards who opened the next set of doors for them.

Having risen through spiralling staircases, Cob knew they were somewhere on the second floor, in the north-east corner. That was confirmed for the ranger when they were led out onto the royal garden, a shelf of lush grass, exotic flowers, and old trees. It had been cultivated thanks to the single crack in the rocky shelf above the city, where a sliver of sunlight struck that patch alone every day for a few hours. Cob had walked its neat paths only once in his life.

“Don’t leave me to this task alone, Valarius,” his sister had begged of him.

There she was.

Hurelia.

The Kedradi queen stood in her garden not as a memory but as flesh and blood—his flesh and blood.

Cob could only stare at her for a time, reconciling with the older woman he knew to be the sister he had last seen in her youth. In her early thirties, Hurelia was a vision of beauty and strength, as she had always been, only now there was a something else, a third cord entwined with the others—wisdom. He could see it in her eyes, her gaze that of a queen who had fought hard for her throne.

She too was held in stunned silence while she scrutinised the man who had stepped into her garden. Upon the edge of forty, and having lived the life of a ranger for some time, Cob had hardened around the edges and collected a handful of new scars. He had managed to stave off any grey hairs among his dreadlocks, but the lines carving their way out from his eyes only added to his weathered skin, once a rich brown and smooth as hers was now.

Before either of them could speak, two young girls rushed from the nearest hedge and ambushed her, crashing into her with great affection.

“You weren’t even trying to hide!” one exclaimed.

“Who are they?” the more observant of the two asked, eyeing Cob with curiosity.

Cob beheld his nieces, their innocence and playfulness bringing out a rare smile in him. There was also some comfort in seeing that Hurelia had birthed girls, and twins by the look of them. While not identical, they were too similar in all else to be anything but twins. That she would not have to carry the burden of their family—as their mother had—relieved the ranger of significant heartache, an ache he hadn’t realised, until that moment, he had been harbouring at all.

“My queen,” Thedonus began. “He was halted at the city gates. I know of the man I see, but I would have your eyes tell of the truth of him.”

Hurelia swallowed, her eyes so glassy with tears that the brown of them could hardly be seen anymore. “Adowa, Esca, this is Valarius… my brother.” The sisters looked at each other with great surprise and a tinge of excitement.

Cob stepped forwards. “Hurelia,” he uttered, before the haft of a spear pressed against his chest.

Locked face to face with Thedonus, he saw the lion that waited behind the man’s eyes. He knew almost nothing about his sister’s husband, but there and then he knew the king consort would fight like a beast to protect his family.

“It’s alright, Thedonus,” the queen called softly.

The pieces on the board all shifted at once after that. Thedonus backed off but was sure to place himself on the path between Cob and his family. The girls, given cause for concern now, fled to their father’s legs. The queen herself walked down the central path, closing the gap between brother and sister.

For all the movement, the ranger still noted the previously motionless guards in the high windows that overlooked the garden. All of them had removed an arrow from their quiver.

“Is it really you?” Hurelia asked, close enough now to place the palm of her hand against his cheek. “I thought I would never see you again.”

The queen looked beyond her brother to lay eyes on Androma before going on to blink her tears away. There was a change in Hurelia then, a recognition of events perhaps. It hardened her, seen in the rise of her chin and straightening of her back.

“Something tells me you haven’t returned because you missed me,” she said, and quite astutely at that.

“I have wanted to return every day,” he replied.

“No, you haven’t. This was never your home,” she added, looking somewhat ashamed by that fact.

“You were my home,” the ranger told her earnestly.

The queen looked to respond but the arrival of another gave her pause. Cob turned to see a woman approaching from the same doors he had arrived through and, like him, she wasn’t alone. Sitting on her hip, the woman—a servant by the look of her—was supporting a child who couldn’t possibly be more than a year old.

A beaming smile and reaching hands were sent Hurelia’s way, and the queen happily accepted the child in her arms, planting a kiss on one cheek. She looked at her brother again, only now her expression was somewhere between joy and heartbreak.

“This is Aurelian… my son.”

Cob looked into the big, beautiful eyes of his nephew, and while love blossomed in his heart, the cold hand of dread punched through his gut and gripped him by the spine.


33
FACE TO FACE


The night brought a cool breeze to Harendun, as it had every night since they arrived so unceremoniously in the harbour. The wind pushed through the open arches and caressed the flowing curtains of Skara’s chamber. From the balcony he looked out on the many lights of The Undying City, catching a glimpse of Herragax as she sailed over the moon’s pale face. He had found her easily despite the dark of night, their bond guiding him to her.

Watching her from afar, he ran his human fingers over the red scales of his right arm. Every day they encroached a little further, fusing with his flesh until only the scales remained. Aware of it now, he could feel the opposite taking place in Herragax. Vander shared her concern, though neither could understand why the apparent infection continued to grow up her leg, never mind how she had contracted it in the first place.

It was not the outcome Skara had intended, the spell—like the spreading scales—having grown out of his control at the time. Would they continue to spread? Would it eventually kill Herragax? Would it kill him? These questions and more plagued The Dark One. He blamed Barad-Agin, wishing then that he could destroy him all over again.

“What did you keep from me?” he whispered into the night, staring at the new scales on his arm.

His only comfort was the fact that he had left the dragon quite intrigued after their initial meeting, her curiosity pushed to new heights upon revealing the power behind the axe. For now, that made her an ally, and a powerful one.

Still, on an emotional level, he knew his presence was nothing short of harmonic. He simply felt… right to the dragon.

Skara was confident Herragax hadn’t felt anything of the sort since her bond with Vander was born. What a disappointment he had turned out to be. For just a moment, while he watched her soar across the heavens, he wasn’t sure if that had been his thought or hers. Either way, she wanted him close, as Vander did.

As such, he had spent several days and nights languishing in the so-called palace of Harendun. Vander had assured him that he would make contact with Baelon Vos, but to be patient. Their channels of communication could take weeks if not months, a fact he informed them of without actually saying where the Dragonlord could be located.

It was considerably longer than Skara had wished to wait for the audience he desired, but it would give him—and more importantly, The Eldan—the time needed to further his plans. Seeing to as much, he departed his balcony and made for the common room that connected all of their chambers, a lounging area that provided an even larger viewing port of the city.

Upon sighting him, The Eldan peeled away from the cleric guards and intercepted him by the edge of the superior balcony. “My Lord?”

“The first steps have been taken, my apprentice,” The Dark One decreed, lowering his hood. “Verda’s conquest begins here.”

“Your banner shall soon be raised again, my Lord.”

Skara glanced at the highborn Andaren. The once-head of the Skaramangian order was off the beaten path. The Eldan no longer had a plan to follow, the machinations of generations having already come to fruition with The Dark One’s return, the endgame of every Eldan before him. To that end, he had absolutely no idea how Skara’s banner was to be raised again, as he had said.

The Dark One kept his amusement to himself.

“The Skaramangians are not ready for me yet,” he said instead, placing his reptilian hand on the Andaren’s shoulder. “The power of my order is still yours to command, and I would make use of that.”

“I am but a servant, my Lord.”

Skara steered him towards the open air. “I will see to it that you and the others are permitted to depart Harendun come the dawn.”

The Eldan looked at him, concern knotting his brow. “We are to leave without you, my Lord?”

“You have no part to play in what comes next. Your station as both master cleric and The Eldan, however, makes you a powerful weapon in Andara. You will make for The Saible, in The Gap,” he commanded, thinking of the city-sized fortress that bared entrance to the west. “You must intercept the Andaren army there. They will soon return with Meliax’s bones. See that the bones are safely transported to God Fall, to join Ahnir and Govhul. Then have the warmasters send the army here.”

“Here? To Harendun? They are to take back the city?”

“There will be no one to take it from by the time they get here,” Skara assured. “Have them secure the city and begin digging.”

The Eldan cocked an eyebrow. “Digging, my Lord?”

“Have them begin in the north-east quadrant,” he instructed. “Have them look for a courtyard,” he added absently, his mind bombarded by Gallien’s memories.

He staggered away from The Eldan and gripped the stone railing. He took a breath and felt a measure of power surge from his dragon hand, allowing him to tame the smuggler’s memories to some degree.

“Just have them dig,” he hissed. “There is something of great value beneath Harendun.”

“What about the Dragon Riders, my Lord? Harendun is theirs. Will it not jeopardise this… alliance?”

Skara straightened up and inhaled the refreshing cool air. “I will set their sights to a greater prize than this. Just see it done,” he commanded.

The Dark One turned away from The Eldan and drank in the view of Harendun and beyond. He could see all the pieces on the board now, his vision for the future crystallising with a portion of Herragax’s strength flowing through him. Bit by bit, it was clearing the fog of his overcrowded memories.

“My Lord,” The Eldan called.

Skara turned from the vista to see the Andaren holding up his diviner. To The Dark One’s eyes it remained inert, a glassy oval that could have been mistaken for a pebble, for only the one holding it could feel the pulse of another diviner trying to make contact.

“Your Vahlken asset,” Skara said. “Events have unfolded better than I had believed possible. I no longer have need of him here.” He thought of his ultimate destination and the company he would be in—it wouldn’t hurt to have a soldier at his side capable of challenging a Rider. “Discover his location. I may require him elsewhere.”

“I will see it done, my Lord,” The Eldan replied with a curt bow.

Feeling somewhat restless, be it the tentative steps taken to advance his plan or the idea that the dragon scales were spreading, Skara decided he would endeavour to reawaken his ancient muscle memory and spar with the cleric guards. For all his command of magic, Skara had always seen himself as a warrior first, his competency with a blade born of his love for it. He felt tainted, however, by Gallien’s brawler style of combat, a messy and haphazardous way to fight.

“My Lord!” The Eldan whispered urgently, halting The Dark One in his tracks. “It’s not Slait.”

Skara narrowed his eyes, replacing his glove. “Then who is holding his diviner?”

“No one from what I could see. I was the only one present.”

There was some buoyancy in Skara’s steps as he closed the gap and claimed the diviner. It was a crude imitation of his earlier work, the designs carved into Ahnir’s bones incomplete without Meliax’s skeleton. The Skaramangian warlocks had devised something similar, only it required a drop of blood to fuel the magic and connect the user to that ethereal plane.

The pain was no more than a pinch as he pressed his thumb into the small needle sat within the well. He felt the constant pulse that flowed out from the diviner and through his entire body, until the feeling seemed to reverse, and the pulse pulled his mind into the object.

His consciousness abandoned the common room, Harendun, and even Verda. His new environment was that of a celestial plane, an intangible realm of shadows and smoke. His form was made anew therein, where he stood alone as The Eldan had said.

Yet the diviner had pulsed. That could only mean that the other to which it was twinned had been activated. Skara’s eyes roamed over the smoke and creeping shadows, his mind working the problem as it would any puzzle.

A smug grin revealed his teeth as the truth of it came to him. “Very clever,” he uttered.

Whoever was using the other diviner had discovered a way to enter the ethereal plane and remain unseen, a silent and invisible observer who could listen in to the Skaramangian secrets that passed between the upper echelons.

The other user couldn’t know, however, that the magic they were playing with was Skara’s. He closed his fist and sent out strands of magic into the empyrean realm, each acting like a hook. Through sheer will, The Dark One dragged everything in, reducing the size of that otherworldly plane until the hidden user was revealed.

Seated cross-legged before him was a man who had seen sixty years perhaps, though the honey-coloured scales on his pauldrons and vambraces was an indicator that his age was likely incomprehensible. More so, there was a power to him, an air of authority that Skara would have recognised in anyone strong enough to wield it.

“Baelon Vos,” he said, naming the Dragon Rider.

There was a subtle, but noticeable, twitch in the Rider’s eyes, confirming as much.

How the world turns, The Dark One thought. Verda herself cannot wait for my reign.

The Dragonlord raised a grey eyebrow, assessing Skara from head to toe with a critical eye. If his identity was a revelation to the Dragonlord, he hid it well.

“Skara Pendain,” he intoned. “That was quite the trick,” he offered, his gaze rolling over their strange surroundings.

Skara mirrored his counterpart and seated himself with crossed legs. “Do you prefer Dragonlord?”

“Do you prefer Dark One?”

“It’s refreshing to meet someone in this world who hasn’t had the Skaramangian wool pulled over their eyes,” Skara said pleasantly, and smiling so. “You are well informed.”

“The truth of you and your deeds has been passed down through my dragon’s line for generations. Though recent events have been relayed to me via Joran...”

In his attempt to control any kind of reaction to the boy’s name, Skara was observed to be unusually still and rather mute, telling signs unto themselves.

“I see there is a part of you that recalls your time with him.”

“Joran is my past. The future is what matters most, and, from what I’ve seen of the world, the future needs me now more than ever.”

“In your name has the world been undone,” Baelon countered. “War has ravaged both realms for two centuries because of your followers⁠—”

“And I shall kill them all,” Skara cut in.

Baelon regarded him for a moment, his suspicion apparent. “What?”

“When the time is right, I will wipe them all out. Every last Skaramangian.”

“You would slay your own followers?”

“While their task has stemmed from noble intentions, they have each been tainted by their need for secrecy, a fact that has bred murderers. They have no place in the world I envision.”

“Would that be the same vision you tried to kill my predecessors to achieve?”

“The Dragon Riders of my time might have come before you, but I see no similarities between you and them, Master Vos. You have forgone your oaths to the king of Erador, yes? Removed yourselves from the arena of war and even eliminated the Riders who remained blinded by their vows to whomever happens to be sitting on the throne. Furthermore, you have instructed Vander and Herragax to not only safeguard Harendun but raise an army. You have taken the same first steps I once took, and so I know something of your intentions.”

“You know nothing of me or my intentions, Wizard.”

“I know you’re almost a thousand years old,” Skara replied boldly, his information taken from both The Eldan and Herragax’s scale. “That’s a long time to live. Long enough to see how the world really works. How events echo through time, the same mistakes repeating themselves because the ignorant who rule are doomed to live and die in the blink of an eye. A thousand years is a long time to live and have your advice ignored by a child in a crown.”

Baelon said nothing, his stoicism equal to Skara’s own.

“How many wars and rebellions have you waded into because some king commanded it?” The Dark One went on. “The first king I put on a throne deserved it. He proved his worth on and off the battlefield. But his son? And his son, and his son? What did they do except be born? That was my failure,” he admitted. “I was too short-sighted to see the world I was inadvertently creating. It bred greed and ignorance on a level I couldn’t have imagined. They invented politics and called it a game, as if the lives under their care were no more than pieces on a board.

“I know you have seen all this yourself, for the world hasn’t changed in my absence. And if you’ve seen it, you’ve considered how to change it, how to better it. That’s what I did. I envisioned a world ruled by immortals. And why shouldn’t it be? For all time the creatures of this earth have worshipped gods in some form, immortals all. At least Dragon Riders have real power. Something tells me you’re a man who knows exactly what to do with real power.”

Still, Baelon Vos made no attempt to respond, informing Skara that he was on the right path.

“Where you have succeeded in taking the order down that road, I failed. The Dragon Riders of my time did not see the world as I did, nor did they wish to take command of it. And why? Because peace didn’t suit them. In times of strife they were always needed, lauded for their heroism. My vision put them at risk of being obsolete. The fact that you have already taken the first steps to ensuring such peace tells me you are made of more virtuous stock. And the fact that we are here, together—right now—tells me that I have crossed time and defied death for a reason.”

“And what would that be?” Baelon asked.

“To see my vision fulfilled through you.”

“Is that right?” the Dragonlord sounded sceptical, his defences not so easily wormed past as Vander’s were.

“Why else would I risk my life, the very future of Verda, by coming to Harendun?”

At last, Baelon made his first expression, even if it was a frown. “You’re in Harendun?”

“I am a guest of Vander and Herragax. As we speak, Vander is making efforts to contact you. I fear the serendipity of our meeting will be lost on him,” he remarked, offering a glimpse of his insight where the younger Rider was concerned.

Baelon ignored the jibe. “For the sake of argument, let’s say our ambitions have common ground. Why should I let you have any part in the future of this world, when your part in its history is littered with death and destruction?”

“The latter was unavoidable because of the opposition I faced,” Skara answered. “I was betrayed not only by my fellow Riders but my own dragon. The resulting collision was calamitous for the population. We,” he specified, “would not face such opposition. Together, we could reshape Verda into something new and lasting with minimal bloodshed.”

It was clear his response hadn’t aided his efforts to penetrate the Dragonlord’s defences, leaving him to take a chance based on a hunch—based on the reflection he saw in Baelon Vos.

“But then again,” he declared, “I don’t think you really care about death and destruction. You’ve long become numb to such things, as I did. That’s not to say you’ve lost reason. You simply see the logic in erasing the old to make way for the new. Yes, people will die, cities will fall, and the land will burn, but you get to decide how many people die, which cities fall, how far the flames shall burn. It’s the precise scalpels that will carve out a new world, not the blundering hammers wielded by emperors and kings.”

It was almost imperceptible, but the Dragonlord couldn’t hide from the truth of Skara’s words.

“I could achieve all that without you,” Baelon pointed out.

“Your victory is inevitable,” Skara proclaimed. “That doesn’t mean it won’t come without a price. Neither Andara nor Erador will roll over and let you assume both thrones. In the west you will face an army that swells every day, an army supported by clerics who wield my magic. In the east, you will sweep through Erador’s ranks like a blade through wheat, but you must still face the Jainus, a cunning breed of wizards, yes? And they control the Gilded, whose religious doctrine holds significant sway over the people. Uprisings and rebellions will follow, and your ability to control how many die, which cities fall, and how far the flames burn will be diminished. Chaos will ensue.

“But chaos is not the price I speak of. As surely as your victory is inevitable, so too is the loss of immortals. How many dragons and Riders are you willing to lose? How many did you lose before you realised the world was broken? How many times have you made the vow to yourself that no more shall perish because mortals toil so foolishly? You’re a good Dragonlord, Baelon, because you value their lives and the wisdom that comes with immortality. But the war you’re going to wage will take them from you.”

Baelon tilted his head, eyeing The Dark One with severe interest. “And how would your involvement prevent that?”

The question itself was proof that Skara had squared Baelon Vos perfectly in his mind, though Skara was sure to keep the satisfaction from his face.

“Power,” he said simply.

Baelon didn’t look convinced. “I have power.”

“You have dragons, yes, and an army, and I’m sure your knowledge of magic is considerable. But even together, that isn’t power enough to ensure a deathless victory on your side.”

“And you have something more significant than all of that, do you?”

Skara considered his own knowledge of magic and knew the Dragonlord would drown in just a portion of it, another vision he would see to in the near future.

Until then, he would bind them, a feat he had mastered in ages past.

Skara held out one hand and summoned the axe. Its sudden appearance disrupted the ethereal plane which they inhabited, causing the smoke and shadows to flicker. Skara could feel that realm between realms fight against the conjuring, resisting the axe’s presence in a place where only consciousness was permitted to tread. But he could not be denied.

By sheer will, he not only kept the axe there but dismantled it as he had done before Vander. Baelon’s stoicism broke, shattered by the amethyst seed that floated free of the segmented haft. Its ruby shell reflected in his eyes, inviting his gaze to bathe in the glory of raw power that lay within.

“What is that?” the Dragonlord asked, his need to know bordering on urgency.

“Power,” Skara echoed. “The axe is no more than steel. With the gem inside, however, it can be crafted into so much more. You need only carve the right spells into the steel to give the magic direction.”

Baelon’s eyes flitted up to him. “The right spells?”

“Yes,” The Dark One replied with a sharp grin. “Spells that only I know—spells that I birthed into being when the forests were still young.”

“And you are… offering me this knowledge?”

“And the gems,” Skara replied, burying the Dragonlord so far beneath his own desires that he would be blind to all else.

“Gems? You have more than one?”

Lifting his left arm, Skara displayed the vambrace secured around his forearm, though he refrained from dismantling it as he had the axe. “I offer you two weapons of power and the knowledge to replicate them. More importantly, I offer you their source of power. After all, the gems can be put to other uses.”

“Such as?”

“The limits are your imagination, Master Vos. I’m sure that together we could come up with something that would hasten your conquest.”

In a testament to his iron will and nine hundred years of discipline, Baelon Vos’s obvious intrigue evaporated, replaced by his usual look of eternal endurance. “When a deal looks too good to be true, it usually is. You would come to me as a friend, an ally who claims to see the world as I do—as you once did to the Kedradi,” he added grimly. “But I know your past, Skara Pendain. You sought absolute conquest, seeing you turn to monsters to aid in your war. You would not exchange your future for my own.”

With the gem hovering between them, Skara took a long breath, as if to signal that he had given his response quite some thought. Indeed he had, for the best lies always needed a good degree of planning.

“Everything you say is true. But I ask that you take one more thing into consideration if you are swayed by my past.” Skara held out his hands. “I am not immortal anymore. My death is a certainty now. Living a finite existence changes one’s perspective. There’s no room for the selfishness and arrogance that once clouded my eyes. I have a second chance to see my vision for this world fulfilled. I see the importance of that vision being maintained after I inevitably perish. So you see, I need you to succeed. Otherwise it will all be for nothing. The realm will snap back without the right grip about its throat.”

“I know about the necklace,” Baelon stated. “Your being here is proof that immortality is still within your grasp. And if you can live forever, you will stab me in the back the first chance you get and take it all for yourself.”

“Yes,” Skara said without missing a beat—anything but the truth at this stage would disturb the delicate balance he was weaving. “But the necklace is lost to me,” he went on, moving his collar aside to reveal a bare neck. “The body I inhabit was locked in a time spell⁠—”

“In Taraktor,” Baelon interrupted. “Joran has attested to as much.”

“Before I remembered who I was,” Skara continued, ploughing through any mention of Joran, “I hid the necklace to keep it from the Jainus. I cannot recall its location.”

“I am to believe this?”

“It doesn’t really matter whether you believe me or not. It only matters what level of threat you believe me to be. Would possessing the necklace allow me to best you?”

“No,” Baelon answered confidently.

The Dragonlord took a moment to consider it all, and Skara didn’t press him, content to let the floating gem and its potential power speak for him.

“You will give me both gems and the knowledge to forge new weapons of power,” Baelon eventually said, summing up.

“In exchange for your unwavering commitment to my—to our—vision for Verda,” The Dark One responded accordingly. “That is to say, in exchange for your ear, Master Vos. I shouldn’t like to give you the keys to the kingdom only to have you ignore my counsel and stray from the vision. I would be your advisor in all matters of strategy, as would be right given how my knowledge of magic might ensure a swifter victory.”

“My advisor,” Baelon echoed.

“If it helps, think of me as your monster.”

The Dragonlord’s eyes narrowed, his earlier words used to sway him now. He looked at the gem again, his imagination swept away with ideas he had only ever dreamed of.

The fish was well and truly on the hook.

“And what, pray tell, would a monster first advise me to do?” Baelon asked tentatively.

Skara released his hold on the axe and allowed its many pieces to snap back into place, concealing the gem inside, before vanishing altogether. “You have bided your time long enough, Dragonlord. I would have you claim your prize.”
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UNCLE DAIJEN


17 Years Ago…

“You’re pregnant.” The statement escaped Daijen’s lips without thought, though it found Ilithranda’s pointed ears with every ounce of his bewilderment.

“Sharp as ever,” his sister quipped.

Daijen was immediately disarmed by the warm smile as she approached him. It was the last expression he expected to see on her face.

Then she slugged him across the jaw.

The Vahlken crashed into the nearest wall, where his elbow splintered a set of shutters and cracked the glass beyond. It had been a long time since he had been on the receiving end of Vahlken strength—Tovun had been close. It hurt like hell. He rubbed his jaw and wondered if his accelerated healing would prevent the bruise from showing.

Ilithranda stood squarely before him, her arms folded over her pregnant stomach. “I gave you time, and I gave you space. I didn’t expect you to take quite so much of it. Where in the abyss have you been?”

Daijen stopped massaging his jaw to scowl at her. “Where have I been?” he repeated, his tone suggesting how inconsequential her question was. “Ilithranda—how are you pregnant?”

“I got pregnant the same way everyone does,” she fired back.

Daijen held up both hands before she could go on to mock him further. “I didn’t think it was possible for a Vahlken to get pregnant,” he began again.

“I have a baby growing inside that says otherwise,” she retorted facetiously.

A baby…

The word rolled around Daijen’s mind, conjuring memories from the last time he had seen his sister. This was not her first baby. It was still unimaginable to think that Slait was her son, a fact that sometimes led him to believe he had dreamed it up or simply miss heard her so many years ago.

“Maybe it’s not possible,” he said, voicing the theory that had just occurred to him. “Unless,” he was quick to add, seeing a sarcastic response on the end of Ilithranda’s tongue. “Unless the initiate had a child before she became a Vahlken.” He let his words hang between them while she latched on to the thread.

Ilithranda ran the palm of her hand over her smooth stomach, her violet eyes glassy. She was thinking of Slait, that much was obvious. Daijen imagined she was plagued by guilt and shame, that she was, somehow, responsible for what he had become.

Ilithranda looked up and locked eyes with her brother—there was a fierceness about her. “This won’t be like last time,” she vowed. “This baby is staying with me. No one is taking them from me.”

Daijen was nodding along in agreement, seeing now the fear that lived behind her intensity. “I know,” he said, repeating the words over and over again as he pulled her into a long-overdue embrace.

“No one is taking them from me,” she moaned in his shoulder. “They’re mine. Mine.”

“You’re both safe,” Daijen assured her, drawing her back just enough to see her face. “Between the four of us, it would take an army to wrench that baby from your arms.”

Ilithranda sighed, her relief evident, and tightened her embrace around the back of his neck. If Daijen had to guess, he would have said she didn’t feel entirely safe with just Tovun and Androma watching out for her.

“I’m still deeply annoyed with you,” Ilithranda managed as she pulled away. “You should have sought us out years ago.”

Daijen couldn’t meet her gaze, his own set to wandering the gloom around her as if he might see something from Ahnir’s memories. He often felt the past was lingering on the periphery, watching him.

“I’m sorry,” he said for a second time that day. “If I had, would I have met… the father?” There were better ways to ask, but it was the only question that truly burned in him.

Ilithranda made to answer when her attention drifted to the floorboards beneath their feet—to the unseen pair who guarded her. She pointed to the ceiling and bade he follow her to the only other door in the room. It opened up onto a small balcony that Ilithranda used to ascend onto the roof, where a square path could be walked around the building’s dome.

As he would when the sky was in view, Daijen scrutinised the sea of blue for any sign of his Aegre companion. Valyra was nowhere to be seen, however, her acute senses potentially having taken her off in the wake of Oaken and Demedia.

Away from sensitive ears, Ilithranda turned back to him, her long white hair picked up in the breeze. How strange it was to see her without armour on, a weapon even. Her vest didn’t have the fabric to cover her belly, and her trousers looked out of place absent the tassets and knee guards. It softened her somehow, to have her bare arms exposed when she had spent so much of her life encased in leathers and armour. The pain in his jaw was a keen reminder that nothing about Ilithranda Lhoris had softened.

“I’ve told no one of the father,” she revealed.

“He isn’t here then?” Daijen asked, referring to the city around them.

Ilithranda shook her head, her shoulders brought down by troubles she had yet to voice. “He isn’t here,” she lamented.

“Where could be more important?” Daijen was assuming the father to be a soldier, given the company his sister had been keeping, and Harendun was ever a battlefield—the man would have no cause to be absent her side.

“He has… responsibilities.”

Daijen scoffed. “I’ll say. He’s fathered a miracle. His responsibility is to⁠—”

“I’ll have no one beholden to me,” she damn near growled. “I have survived more than most—I can survive motherhood, even alone.”

“But you shouldn’t have to,” Daijen argued. “He should be here!” It dawned on him then that the father’s responsibilities might already be those of a father… and a husband. He declined to ask as much.

“Well he’s not,” Ilithranda fumed. “He made his choice, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Or you,” she added firmly.

If only he could get his hands on the wretch, Daijen thought, he could get him to do anything he wanted.

“What responsibilities could take him away from you?”

“The same could be asked of you,” Ilithranda countered perfectly.

Daijen’s jaw firmed up and his gaze left his sister to wander over the city. “Whoever he is,” he began, feeling defensive, “he does not shoulder the duties of a Vahlken. I will not accept any excuse⁠—”

“He’s the King of Erador,” Ilithranda cut in bluntly.

Daijen was stumped for half a second before he allowed himself to laugh at the absurdity of her joke. “And I’m a bearded dwarf,” he jested.

He needed no more than a moment to scrutinise his sister and see the truth of it. Quite suddenly, it seemed the world fell away, leaving Daijen to tumble through a reality he could no longer understand.

“The King of Erador…” he mumbled absently.

That was unthinkable, unimaginable—impossible! It robbed Daijen of coherent speech, of rational thought. His mind went blank in its attempt to make sense of how such a pairing could ever happen. Yet everything about Ilithranda told him she was speaking the truth.

“You’re mistaken,” he eventually managed to say, deciding that she had been fooled somehow—another impossible scenario.

“I wish I was,” she muttered, a single tear streaking down her cheek, though it was wiped away before reaching her lips.

“But the king is dead,” Daijen said candidly, his stumbling mind struggling to piece together the tone and choice of words he should be using. “The Red Pox,” he went on, looking hopelessly to the east. “Tovun said it wiped out the whole royal family.”

“It did,” Ilithranda agreed. “That’s why he isn’t with me anymore.”

Daijen opened his mouth to reply but didn’t know where to start. “I’m sorry,” he said, in place of all the questions that fluttered to life in his mind.

“He’s not dead,” Ilithranda told him. “I didn’t have an affair with the sitting King of Erador!” she blurted, seeing now where his assumptions had gone.

Daijen’s confusion grew tenfold, as was evident in his expression.

Ilithranda sighed and rested her elbows atop the wall. She stared at the building tops for a time, perhaps amassing the courage to finally say what she had been keeping from the others.

“His name is Edris Vanhaven of the Blood Valayan.”

Yet again, Daijen was stumped by the words that left his sister’s mouth. He knew that name. The man had become a bane in recent years, his accolades in the war whispered throughout the Andaren ranks. He recalled then what he had heard in that very city before leaving for Erador’s shores, that Edris had been captured and sent to The Triden.

“The soldier?” was all he could say.

“He was a soldier of soldiers,” Ilithranda responded as a matter of fact. “He was also the son of a Blood Lord, a Blood Lord who happened to be a cousin to the king and the next in line to the throne.”

The dominoes fell into place, leading Daijen from an impossibility to a perfectly understandable explanation. Still, his jaw had dropped.

“You’re telling the truth,” he muttered.

“Of course I am!”

“You’re not mistaken.”

“No!”

Daijen hardly registered her responses, his own words given with little thought. He had never been so blindsided.

“Edris needed to know the truth of it all. If the king and the princes were dead. If his father was to assume the throne.” She hung her head, the pain of memory stinging like a fresh wound. “Oaken flew us back to Erador. Edris said he would discover the truth and return to me—to us.” Her jaw quavered, though whether it be heartbreak or rage remained to be seen.

“I waited, and I waited. But our child was growing in me, and I knew I couldn’t give birth in Erador. I had no choice but to return. I had to learn the truth of it through whisper and rumour when word finally reached these shores.”

“What truth?”

Ilithranda sighed. “It seems Edris returned to Valgala to find his father had been a victim of the Red Pox as well.”

Daijen’s lips parted in revelation. “Edris was next in line,” he concluded. “He didn’t return to you because they made him… king? He chose a crown over his own blood?”

“Edris is a man of duty, his oaths are a part of him—just as they are for us.”

“Are you defending him?”

“I’m explaining him,” she snapped. “He was never truly mine. I saved him from torment and death, and he saved me from… everything. For a time, both of us were able to forget who we really were, where we came from. However brief, we were even able to love each other. That time is over—the man I love is gone. According to the rumours, he is to be crowned Edris of Blood Etragon, so the war might still be won with an Etragon on the throne. He is Valayan no more.”

Daijen inhaled a long breath and turned to look out over Harendun, his thoughts so turbulent it was hard to latch onto any one. His anger was such that he knew he would kill Edris were he standing within reach. But he hated that he also understood the call of duty and the responsibility to an entire realm of people. He didn’t want to empathise with the man who had abandoned his sister and their unborn child.

The urge to comfort Ilithranda was overwhelming, but he knew she would shun such a thing. She was to be strong in all things—that was her way. But the injustice of it all was like fire in Daijen’s veins.

“So he gets to live like a king while you—what? Raise his child without a home? And all the while he sends his armies to invade our lands?” Daijen was shaking his head, his rage growing.

“I told him everything,” Ilithranda announced, stunting Daijen’s anger before it could truly flare.

“Everything?”

“Edris knows about the Skaramangians. Their hunt for the god bones, the weapons of power. He knows they seek to resurrect the Dark Ones.”

Daijen took a moment to consider the news, that the king of Erador and the emperor of Andara both knew their countries had been pitted against the other by a third party. It was demoralising to know that it still wasn’t enough to end the war between the two realms. Such was the grip of the Skaramangians, of war itself—a wheel that could not be stopped from turning.

Of course, neither ruler had the complete picture, and what they could see of it was wrong. The only truth they actually grasped was that they were being manipulated by an external force that had an agenda potentially harmful to their way of life.

Nothing would change—that was the grim truth of it all. Only Daijen could see the path that would lead to the Skaramangians’ demise, the only path that would see them prepared for The Dark One’s return.

Death cannot hold him…

Those words were like a blade to his throat, its biting edge a threat he could not ignore, just as he could not ignore the significance of the baby growing inside his sister.

He, again, looked at her bump, as if he could see the babe within. They were heir to the scaled sword of House Etragon as well as the heir to the broken circle of House Lhoris.

“Ilithranda,” he intoned, almost sympathetically. “A child of the king, that puts them in the shadow of kings. Being your child gives them the blood of emperors. They’re not just half human, half Andaren. They’re half Etragon, half Lhoris.”

“I know,” she said simply, as if she could see his thoughts laid bare. “It would seem I’ve unwittingly played my part in the visions.”

Daijen recalled those same visions, the words forever etched into his mind, along with all the blood that had accompanied them.

The broken circle will live up to its blood and break the cycle of war. One will stand between the two, for the two. Rider, Vahlken. That part, at least, spoke to the child’s Lhoris inheritance.

But there was more, a vision he hadn’t imagined could connect to the other.

Only he who stands in the shadow of kings can bridge the broken circle. Only he can usher a new age of heroes. Only he can bring about a time of dragons. Therein spoke of the child’s paternal bloodline.

And how many of the Ankala’s victims had spoken of an abomination? While it was more than likely that half bloods existed out in the world somewhere, which of them could boast of blood from both thrones? Daijen looked again to his sister’s swollen belly and knew the answer.

“I’m so sorry,” he offered, aware that Ilithranda wouldn’t want such a burden on her child.

“There is little to be done about it. All I can do is make sure they grow to be strong, so they might defend themselves against all that Fate has in store for them. To that end…” Ilithranda took a breath. “Androma and I have agreed to journey to Drakanan.”

“Drak—” Daijen cut himself off, the obvious answer ringing like a bell in his mind. “So they might become a Dragon Rider…”

“Yes. It wouldn’t be my first choice, but Ka’vairn isn’t an option and a dragon would provide them all the protection they might need.”

It would also fulfil another segment of the visions, but he didn’t voice as much. In fact, he was unable to voice anything for a time. It all made irrefutable sense and yet his mind refused to accept it.

“Their protection is paramount,” she went on.

“Of course it is,” he wholeheartedly agreed.

“Daijen.” His sister’s grave tone sharpened his focus once more. “I didn’t come to Harendun because I love a sea view. I came to hide.”

“Hide? You’re Ilithranda Lhoris—you don’t hide…” The Vahlken trailed off, his mind piecing it together. His sister would never run from a fight, unless it was a fight she didn’t want to win. “Slait,” he stated with dismay. “Tell me you’re not hiding from Slait.”

“I was to meet Androma here, as The Green Leaf told you. But,” she emphasised, “Androma was being hunted by Slait. She got word to me thanks to a particular bird post we use here in Harendun. I met her in Nivona. I thought I had found her first…”

“He knows you’re pregnant,” Daijen muttered, his thoughts gathering speed now. “The Ankala,” he said, as if struck by an epiphany. “He knows of the visions. He knows of the…” The Vahlken looked at his sister’s swollen stomach but couldn’t bring himself to say the word.

“The abomination,” Ilithranda said for him, the same word Slait would use to describe her unborn child.

“But he doesn’t know about the father.”

Ilithranda didn’t respond, her head bowed, laden with emotion.

Daijen gripped her by the shoulders. “Tell me he doesn’t know about the father.”

“He was using Androma to find me. If only he had attacked instead of waiting. Instead of listening. We barely escaped with our lives, but not before he heard our conversation.”

“You said you hadn’t told anyone of the father.”

“I told Androma he was a human soldier—that much is going to be impossible to hide once they’re born.”

Daijen released her shoulders and turned back to the city, his skin prickling with that rare emotion he believed he had long conquered: fear. As ever, it was an emotion he reserved for others in his life and never himself.

“Slait knows you carry a child of both worlds, and he knows that child will be half Vahlken at least. He doesn’t know they’re half Etragon.”

“He knows enough to understand they’re a potential threat to the Skaramangians,” Ilithranda specified. “He’s a zealot, Daijen. He believes the dragons aided the Dark Ones. As far as he’s concerned, my child is a threat to his gods.”

“Your child is his half-brother,” Daijen corrected, though his statement was enough to silence Ilithranda.

Such an unpalatable frame of mind seized them both for a time, leaving them with naught but the sound of the breeze and the hum of the city below.

“You’re safe here,” Daijen told her again. “Once the baby is born,” he added, deducing that the birth was imminent given her size, “you can fly away, somewhere remote.”

“That still gives him around seven weeks to hunt me down,” Ilithranda pointed out miserably.

“Seven weeks?” Daijen blurted—it seemed he knew nothing of childbirth.

“Perhaps eight,” Ilithranda disclosed with a shrug. “I know,” she continued, believing she understood the cause of Daijen’s concern, “it’s a long time for a hunter of his calibre.”

Daijen looked away, concealing his face while he contemplated the possibility of halting his mission for two months. Realistically, it would be longer, he knew. Once the child was born, he would want to personally escort them to somewhere he deemed safe, maybe even Drakanan. But what could he accomplish in two months? He could reach the western slopes of The Eros Mountains, investigate the Heirs of Agin, and even return in that time if the winds were with them.

Logically, he knew that two months wasn’t a long time. The war had gone on for centuries, after all. But he couldn’t ignore that feeling in his gut. He hadn’t experienced it since before his descent into the pits of Handuin and his rebirth as a Vahlken, but he remembered it well. That feeling of impending doom when standing on the precipice of a great cliff, his toes poking over the edge. The Dark One would return soon. He didn’t know how the Skaramangians would achieve it, but he knew it to be true.

“What is it?” Ilithranda asked, her hand turning him back to her.

Daijen felt himself being peeled back by his sister’s gaze. Her intuition where he was concerned bordered on pure clairvoyance.

Disappointment saw her hand slip away from his leather pauldron. “You’re leaving again.”

The right words weren’t available to him, and so Daijen hesitated with his reply. “Yes,” he eventually admitted. “But I will return,” he quickly added, seeing her turn away from him. “I will return before you give birth.”

Ilithranda faced him once more. “Do you swear it?”

The Vahlken thought of what was ahead of him—the unknown. He had no idea what he would discover beyond the mountains. He knew what he hoped to find, but if the past informed him of anything, he suspected he would find naught but more clues, another thread to pull.

“I swear it,” he vowed.

It did nothing to shift the disappointment from her sharp features. “Where are you going?”

Daijen gave her no answer, though his gaze never wavered from hers.

“Still trying to keep us all safe,” Ilithranda concluded, a hand coming to rest against his chest. “Who’s keeping you safe?”

“I have Valyra,” he said affectionately.

“Be sure to return to us. You’re going to be an uncle now.” Ilithranda placed her other hand across her stomach. “We don’t have much family left in this world.”

Daijen wished to respond, but he hadn’t quite got past the part where he was an uncle. All at once his emotions stirred, and in a way they never had before. That most unusual of babies was his kin. They were vulnerable, fragile even, and they needed their family to take care of them. That was him now.

A warm smile even rarer than his fear pulled at his lips. “Is it possible to love someone who hasn’t been born yet?”

However short, Ilithranda’s laugh was life-giving. She embraced him again and told him how good it was to have him back. “Can you stay a while?” she asked hopefully. “Or do you have leave right away?”

The latter was the truth of it, but he found he couldn’t say as much. “I can stay for a day or two.”

And stay he did, however quickly those days passed. He chalked it up to good company, the only thing that could ever kill time. Among the many things they discussed, Daijen arranged to meet them on the outskirts of the city if he was late to return.

“Not that you will be,” Ilithranda had said vehemently, holding fast to his promise.

When the time came, well after the moon had begun to wane, Daijen bid them farewell—for now—and left Harendun behind astride Valyra. He couldn’t help but look back, a pit of dread weighing him down. The city twinkled on the coast, illuminated by ten thousand candles and twice as many torches. It was with a great force of will that he told himself they were safe, that Slait wasn’t hiding in there somewhere.

Seven weeks.

That was plenty of time to accomplish his mission. He would be back well before then—in time to see his niece or nephew enter the world. He thought about the unborn child for a time, his mind quiet enough now that he could dwell on that which had not been said.

In the shadow of kings. With the blood of emperors.

But there was more. Every Andaren who had died saying those words had proclaimed something else of the one with such royal blood.

Son of darkness, they had said. Son of the first. He stands a Rider. He stands a Vahlken. He fights for life and delivers death. He is to be the light that holds back the dark. But the seed of darkness dwells within. It has but to hold out its hand, and he will take it. Black Abyss will be made manifest in their alliance. All will bow to the one who is Pendain.

For all the good that waited on the path ahead of them, there was also evil. While Daijen knew in his heart that Ilithranda’s child would not be inherently evil, it could not be said that the darkness was not seductive in its ways.

It has but to hold out its hand, and he will take it…

If for naught else, Daijen Saeth knew he needed to be a presence in the child’s life, a force that could help his sister to steer them in the right direction.

Soaring ever westward, Daijen carried with him that pinch of fear in his chest. What would be made of the world if all were to bow to Skara Pendain? He knew of course, the answer voiced by so many of the dead.

Black Abyss.


35
A PRINCE OF DRAGONS


“This is amazing,” Joran whispered with excitement, his eyes drinking in the sight of Morgwyn, who now towered over him.

It was the first morning he had awoken to the dragon being such a size, the first morning he had awoken to the sound of Morgwyn’s actual voice. He had roused Joran from slumber, all too excited himself to engage in conversation with his half-blood companion, and it hadn’t been long since they had stopped talking so Joran could sleep, exhausted after his battle with Slait.

Now, Joran reached up and felt the hard scales beneath Morgwyn’s jaw before the dragon lowered his head, and he was able to run one hand up his snout and between his eyes. His scales were smooth, like steel, with most being as long as his fingers now.

So strange, Morgwyn observed, his voice about as mature as Joran’s was.

“What’s strange?”

The way you use your mouths to speak, the dragon explained. Your tongue and your teeth are needed to make the shapes that come out of your throat, and all put there by your mind.

Joran laughed to himself. “That’s not strange. What you do is strange,” he added, tapping the side of his head.

Mouths are for eating. Teeth for gnashing and tearing. Tongues for tasting. Throats for roaring. Words are born in the mind. So strange that they would ever leave…

Joran laughed again. “Well, when you put it like that.”

On the other side of the cave, Kitrana and Grarfath began to stir, disturbed by those same words that had left his head via his mouth.

Speak to me as I speak to you, Morgwyn urged.

Joran closed his mouth and met his companion’s eyes, their violet a close reflection of his own. Hello, he said, projecting the word across their intangible bond.

Morgwyn’s chest shuddered, and his head shook in what felt like amusement to Joran.

How profound, the dragon replied. You can say anything in here. No one can hear what we say to each other.

Joran wanted to tell Morgwyn that he loved him, and in a way he couldn’t fully explain even though he knew without a doubt that it was, indeed, love. Joran also didn’t know how to say that to anyone. While he and Gallien had held love for each other, as any father and son would, they never said as much. And so the feeling was, in some way, familiar, but the words were all too foreign.

You don’t need to say that, Morgwyn interjected. I know your heart, as you know mine. Our love for each other is that which keeps us in harmony.

Joran was taken aback. “You know…” He trailed off, catching himself speaking with his mouth again. You know what I’m thinking? he asked in his mind instead.

Not word for word, but your thoughts evoke emotions, and those emotions bleed across our bond. I am able to interpret them to a degree, a fact that will only increase with time.

Joran stood amazed, astounded by the fact he was conversing with a dragon—his dragon. He felt like jumping with joy!

You sound so… wise. I mean, you sound young, which makes it all the stranger to hear you speak like you weren’t born weeks ago.

I have my mother’s wisdom, Morgwyn said proudly.

His big eyes shifted to the mouth of the cave, and a ripple of unease ran through the dragon and into Joran.

What is it?

My instincts are still those of my mother’s. They tell me that this is not the order of Dragon Riders she knew. I do not trust Baelon Vos. Nor do I agree with his treatment of you.

Joran felt immediately torn, his loyalty, love, and trust thrown into turmoil.

He took the Andaren’s diviner and left the camp, Morgwyn went on, sniffing the air around the cave entrance. He is yet to return. Who is he speaking to? And why would it take all night?

He uses the diviners to spy on the Skaramangians, Joran informed him. It’s possible that Slait’s has given him access to new diviners.

Morgwyn’s horned head turned back to him, his gaze intense. You agree with him, he declared, reading Joran’s emotions again.

Perhaps, Joran replied coyly. Is his vision a little… extreme? Are his methods⁠—

Barbaric, Morgwyn cut in.

Brutal, Joran finished. Yes and yes. But the results of his training cannot be denied. I have learned so much in so little time.

We have time, Joran. I would not lay down our oaths for the sake of expedience.

We have time, yes, but the same cannot be said for Verda. You can see my memories, yes? Then look.

It was an unusual sensation, his own memories probed and brought forth by means not his own, forcing him to see his past, and in perfect clarity.

There he was, resurrected, reborn, a vision of revenge made manifest.

The Dark One.

Skara Pendain was standing between them as if he was actually in that very cave. He wore Gallien’s body, chest bared and right hand missing. He was the promise of everything wicked still to be visited upon the realm.

He killed my mother, Morgwyn stated, his heart stirring with the first sparks of hatred he had ever experienced.

He was your father’s Rider, Joran pointed out, though Morgwyn had already gleaned as much from Icerys’s memories.

The Drakalis proved incorruptible, Morgwyn replied, using his father’s title. A fact that saw him banished to a realm of torment. I would very much like to meet this Dark One. His tone had dropped to that of seething.

I think he’s where all roads lead, Joran said, staring at the image projected between them. Our destiny is to bring about a time of dragons. It’s no coincidence that he’s returned as we’ve bonded. A time of dragons is the only thing that can stop him.

Now it is you who sounds wiser than his years, Morgwyn responded, his voice lifted into something more affectionate.

I share your reservations for Baelon. I do. But you and I need to learn, and learn fast. The enemy is on the move, and we have to be ready. Until then, we will have to trust in the Dragonlord’s vision for peace.

Any peace built on a foundation of destruction is destined to poison the generations to come. That’s a peace that cannot—will not—last.

Morgwyn heard his footsteps first, the dragon’s head swivelling to the outside world, where Baelon Vos could be seen emerging from the forest. He beckoned the pair with a gesture before turning his face up to the pale sky of a new dawn, waiting for them in the clearing beside the waterfall.

Outside, the Riders were already up and milling about, if they had even slept, that is. Obrin was preparing food, Rengyr rationing supplies, and Col-vok and Raya could be seen returning with fresh wood for the fires. Garek was busy in his workshop, tooling what looked to be a saddle. Gondrith broke away from the camp and brought the Dragonlord a steaming cup of herbal tea, its scent catching in Joran’s nose. He also caught the look of derision Gondrith sent his way. His wounds were finally beginning to fade, but his pride was clearly still bleeding.

Baelon said nothing as Joran and Morgwyn came to a stop in the middle of the clearing. Instead, he wandered around them, eyeing various parts of the young dragon, nodding every now and again in satisfaction.

“Your scales are a healthy tone,” he finally said. “Claws a good length. Tail finely proportioned, and strong by the looks of it. Horns have some growing to do,” he remarked, looking at Morgwyn’s head, “but they’ll get there before long. Can you produce fire on command?” he asked of the dragon as he might ask a tavern maid of her singing skills.

Morgwyn did not respond. Instead, the dragon’s neck arched, taking his head that much higher while the end of his tail flicked out and up, his wings poised to flex. He was royalty made flesh, and royalty was not to be commanded.

Kalaghan disagreed. The much larger dragon let loose a rumbling growl from the river, a warning that the Dragonlord was not to be ignored.

Morgwyn exhaled a defiant jet of hot air through his nostrils and maintained his posture.

That rumbling growl was all the louder when Kalaghan opened his maw to bear his teeth. The warning had become a threat.

Baelon held out his free hand, fingers flexed to urge calm upon his honey-scaled companion. “It’s alright, Kalaghan. Morgwyn might be new to our ranks, but he was made in a time long before this one. Furthermore, he is the offspring of Icerys the Serpent Slayer and Malliath, the first Drakalis. Were they human, you would have called them king and queen. And Morgwyn a prince,” he added, his nose hanging over the rim of his cup to inhale the herbal aromas. “For generations, our order lived by Malliath’s creed. It must be jarring to have hatched in a world where that is no longer the case.”

I will not be commanded like a dog, Morgwyn intoned.

Joran was about to relay something along those lines when, quite shockingly, Baelon mentally replied to the dragon.

That was not my intention.

The Dragonlord’s voice was thick and heavy in Joran’s mind, his words coming at him from every direction.

Your bloodline makes no difference here, came a new voice.

Like Baelon and Morgwyn’s, it came from somewhere inside Joran’s mind. Unlike either of theirs, however, the new voice was ragged and disturbingly low. Terrifying in truth.

It was Kalaghan! The dragon rose from the river and slowly encroached on the clearing, led by the singular horn that grew out from between his eyes.

“I can hear you,” Joran blurted, one hand pressed against the side of his face.

“Yes,” Baelon confirmed. “Dragons can speak to each other as they speak to their Riders,” he reported, tapping his temple with a gloved finger. “In so doing, they are able to extend their lines of communication to us. A useful tool when you’re flying, and the wind is a roar in your ears.”

Kalaghan sniffed sharply, his green eyes trained squarely on Morgwyn. Being the son of Malliath doesn’t make you exceptional. It just makes you an orphan.

Now, now, my old friend, Baelon said calmly. He will learn, just as Joran has. Morgwyn, he addressed directly, your heritage is not to be ignored. Your father was said to be the greatest, if not the largest, dragon to have ever lived. He helped shape the world as we know it. I can already see some of that potential in you, as I’m sure you feel it in yourself. And your mother, Icerys, was an exemplary member of our order. It is even said she slew a Leviathan.

The Dragonlord paused to sip some more of his hot tea.

I’m sorry they’re not here among us, he continued. But the order they built still stands. We are your kin, Baelon emphasised, one arm held out to encompass the camp.

The order my parents built served the realm, Morgwyn countered. The tenets Malliath laid down were very clear.

They were, Baelon agreed. And they steered us well for millennia. But like all things, adaptation is required to survive. Unwavering valour. Unyielding honour. Unending sacrifice. The Dragonlord nodded solemnly after listing the old creed. Unfortunately, the kings of Erador are not sworn by those same oaths. So you see, Morgwyn, as they who wear the crown become greedy, ignorant, and increasingly apathetic, we will suffer just as much as the people.

“Joran,” he called aloud. “By what creed are you now sworn?”

Joran straightened up a notch, his chin rising. “To have unwavering conviction. Unyielding authority. Unending victory.”

Baelon nodded approvingly before returning his attention to Morgwyn. “It’s merely an adaptation, you see. We’re on a different path to the one your parents envisioned, but the destination is the same. I don’t expect you to see it that way immediately. But I do expect you to earn your place among us, just as Joran has.”

That was the first time Joran had heard him say as much. More than anything he wanted to shrug it off, but there was a growing part of him that yearned to be accepted by the Riders—especially Baelon, whose aura alone commanded respect. He wanted to please him, to show him what he was capable of. To know that Baelon believed he had already earned his right to call himself a Dragon Rider was… exhilarating.

That feeling was quickly dampened by something else. Unease, perhaps. Hesitation even. It was caution, and it had come from Morgwyn.

“Joran’s destiny is yours, after all,” Baelon went on. “You will inspire a new generation of Dragon Riders. Quite the responsibility. But first things first,” he added a little louder, his tone lightening. “The dragons have shared their food with you, but that time has ended. If you are to eat, you must hunt, and if you are to hunt, you must learn to fly.”

A great mixture of emotions swirled between dragon and Rider then, their feelings passing from one to the other until it became hard to make sense of who felt what. Joran was sure he was excited at the prospect of flying astride Morgwyn, while the dragon’s recent bout of caution was stirred by apprehension at the thought of leaving the ground for the first time.

There was no mistaking Morgwyn’s own excitement, however, though Joran recognised it stemmed from a different place to himself. Morgwyn, it seemed, felt imprisoned to some degree, be it by the ground or by the order of Riders he simply couldn’t reconcile with. Either way, he was torn by the imperative he felt to fly.

Stand back, Morgwyn advised, sending Joran to Baelon’s side.

Twice he flexed his magnificent wings, his tail whipping out behind him, as he got a feel for his various joints and muscles. Joran could feel his companion scouring those memories and experiences passed on by Icerys, searching for the instincts that give him a starting point. He so clearly envisioned his mother flying, her blue wings batting the air and launching her into the sky.

His wings raised high and wide, all four of his knees bent, Morgwyn set his violet gaze to the sky. Joran shared in his companion’s determination, his fists knotted and breath held.

Everyone’s hair and cloaks were blown out and back as the young dragon flapped his wings and pushed off with his clawed feet. Before reaching Kalaghan’s head, however, his wings fell out of alignment with each other, and his flight path wavered from straight up to sideways and down. He curled his tail the wrong way and became imbalanced in the air, his final mistake.

The ground shuddered when he landed awkwardly, his jaw slapping painfully against the ground. Joran winced and felt the sting of humiliation that ran through Morgwyn.

“Every dragon’s journey is their own,” Baelon stated. “Try again.”

Somewhat flustered, perhaps, Morgwyn didn’t even make it as high as Kalaghan’s head on his second attempt. After failing the third time, the only sound that rang out across the camp was Slait’s laughter.

“The mutt just needs putting down!” he yelled from his post, where he still displayed the many bruises, swellings, and cuts Morgwyn and Joran had given him.

Baelon turned and gave one of the observing Riders a nod. Haldar peeled away from the camp and rammed a solid fist into the Andaren’s jaw.

Slait grunted and spat a gob of blood across the ground. “You’re going to have to hit me a lot harder than⁠—”

Haldar did just that, striking the zealot hard enough to daze him and, more importantly, silence him.

“A different approach then,” Baelon suggested, a rare smile on his face as he glanced at Joran.

Only minutes later and Morgwyn was fitted with a brand new saddle, his straps secured by Garek, who also took the time to show Joran how to properly attach everything. What followed was a racing scramble up the cliff face while Joran hung dangerously from the handles that protruded from the saddle. More than once he felt his grip slipping, and his gut yanked him in such a way that he was convinced he was falling. Morgwyn’s strength and claws, thankfully, were more than up to the challenge, and they were soon on the plateau above the campsite, where the river flowed until it poured over the edge.

Kalaghan barely climbed the wall before his head crested the top, allowing Baelon a more graceful ascension. The Dragonlord followed the river’s flow so he could stand beside the waterfall, where he peered over to see the drop.

“Are you ready to try again?” he asked.

Morgwyn looked dead ahead, the view beyond the top of the waterfall no more than a flat horizon. He was unsure, very aware of the added weight on his back, of the life on his back.

The fall won’t kill me, Joran assured across their bond. Just stay straight, and keep the river beneath us.

Morgwyn turned his head to lay a single eye on the Rider. If I land on top of you, you will die.

Joran nodded along and took a calming breath as he did his best to share soothing emotions with the dragon. So don’t fall on me, he replied. As subtly as he could, he freed himself of the harness by unclipping the two straps that tethered him to the saddle. If he fell now, at least he wouldn’t get dragged under by the straps.

Morgwyn snorted in approval, not to miss anything.

Joran hunkered down, his muscles tense and knuckles pale. He hummed that triumphant tune that had taken root in his mind, the melody instilling a sense of determination in him.

Morgwyn adopted that same determination. Then he bolted.

Five tons of dragon leaped from the top of the waterfall, throwing Baelon’s cloak out after them. Morgwyn beat his wings and corrected his tail. They sailed over the river in a rush of air and adrenaline, the pair bound for the type of freedom so very few ever got to experience.

But then Morgwyn looked down, and his body followed him.

The two fell apart as they plummeted into the river below. While hitting the water wasn’t quite the same as hitting the frosted ground, it still struck Joran like a hammer blow. He felt Morgwyn’s tail curl about him and help dredge him from the river until his feet found the banks.

There wasn’t a single Rider without a look of amusement on their face.

“Again!” Baelon called down.

Dripping wet, the left side of his face stinging, Joran sighed.

And so they tried again, leaving the top of the waterfall at a dead run. For a few seconds more, Morgwyn maintained some kind of flight, but it was not to be.

The water exploded and churned as they crashed down once more, the current snatching at Joran before Morgwyn cupped him with one wing. On the shore again, he whipped his head back to flip his hair out of his face, only to see Slait watching him with a smirk on his bloody lips.

Joran made a point to walk directly passed the Dawn Sword on his way to the cliff face. “Escape again, please.”

Slait offered a sneer in return, unable to do anything but watch him walk away. Unfortunately, he watched both of them plummet into the water again.

Baelon refrained from offering another attempt and, instead, returned to the clearing below with an earth-shattering impact. Joran had actually felt the magic that coalesced around the Dragonlord, like the touch of pins and needles on his skin. Whatever the magic he employed, it protected him from the impact, the energy seemingly forced into the ground around him.

Striding from the patch of broken earth, Baelon gestured at the dragons resting about the camp and across the cliff. “Nothing drives necessity like hunger,” he declared. “Kalaghan, lead your kin to The Night Sea—Morgwyn will accompany you all.”

“The Night Sea?” Joran echoed.

“North of here. A relatively short flight for a dragon. Where do you think they’ve been getting the whales from?”

Joran glanced at the skeletal remains on the other side of the river, ruins all of what was once a whale, the bones dripping with ragged strips of flesh and blubber.

“It will be good for you,” Baelon went on, looking at Morgwyn. “Time with just your own. I assure you, your instincts will kick in when you spot your first whale.”

“How long will they be gone?” Joran was compelled to ask, his gut lurching at the thought of being separated from Morgwyn.

“A couple of days at most.” Baelon paused, observing the dragons rise to stretch their wings and tails. “Not you, Parthagon,” he called, eyeing Garek’s hulking silver dragon. “Next time, my friend. I would not have us without your strength though, especially with an Aegre so close,” he added, locking his gaze quite deliberately with Joran’s.

There was no time for farewells. By the time Kalaghan’s batting wings had stopped Joran from shielding his eyes, Morgwyn was gripped in the dragon’s claws and lifted clear into the air. It only served to remind how much larger Kalaghan truly was.

I will be all right, Morgwyn assured through their bond, even if a note of trepidation escaped him. Keep one eye on the Andaren, he warned, just before the congregation of dragons disappeared beyond the trees.
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By sunset, Joran was empty, hollowed out, and so alone, despite being surrounded by people. He had lost contact with Morgwyn within an hour of them leaving camp, their bond narrowing to a point where neither words nor feelings could pass between them.

Rather than making him numb, it had made him emotional, a fact that Baelon Vos had taken advantage of all day, beating him repeatedly in every sparring match. On all fours now, his muscles aching while new bruises and fresh cuts demanded his attention, the Dragonlord said the worst possible thing he could.

“Again.”

Knowing better than to groan, Joran simply wiped the blood from his mouth and stood up, sword in hand. At least Baelon appeared just as sweaty as he did, though he displayed not a single injury.

“You’re beginning to understand how your armour moves,” he stated. “That’s good. Like the sword, you cannot force it to do something it cannot. You must adapt, move with it, use it.”

Joran agreed, he just wondered whether he needed more of it given how much damage he had taken and the pain that now afflicted him. He didn’t say as much. He preferred to attack.

They clashed in a ring of silvyr, each pivoting while still swinging their blades left and right, high then low. Joran had since learned that Baelon’s apparent openings were always ploys to draw him in so the Dragonlord might execute a swift counterattack. A real opening had to be made, and only with a precise combination of speed, strength, and skill that Joran had yet to master.

And so the flat of Baelon’s blade beat him across the thigh, dropping Joran to one knee, before that same blade was twisted unthinkably fast to point directly at his face.

The Dragonlord relaxed, his sword falling to his side. He assessed Joran with a critical eye, seeing the young Rider’s frustration clear as day.

“The Vahlken spend decades training in their mountain fortress,” he said. “Decades. That’s how long it takes them to learn how to weave all of their abilities into one cohesive attack.”

Joran absorbed the information, waiting for the part where Baelon complimented the achievements he had already made in that area. The Dragonlord had no such words.

“Do better,” he insisted. “You do not have decades.”

“Yes… Master.” The words were laboured, tampered by his breathing.

“Again.”

Disheartened and exhausted, Joran rose and readied himself for more pain, hoping only that he learned something new before then.

Baelon attacked first this time, dashing across the gap between them in a blur of black and silver. Joran raised his sword to meet the challenge, his muscles digging into their reserves to find the strength to block.

Their blades, however, were not to meet.

The white light that exploded from the forge was just as bright as Grarfath’s voice was loud. Every Rider shielded their eyes, including the mighty Parthagon, who raised a single claw.

The light moved erratically in the dwarf’s hands, forcing shadows to dance across the camp. Among those shadows was Kitrana Voden, who stumbled and staggered through the light to reach Grarfath.

Baelon was faster.

The Dragonlord reached the forge, his body blocking so much of the light that would have blinded Joran. He could see Grarfath, bewildered by the weapon in his hands—the sword was whole!

“I can’t make it stop!” the smith yelled.

“Give it to me!” Baelon growled.

For the first time in untold millennia, the sword of Skara Pendain was not only whole again but in the firm grip of a Dragon Rider. Baelon took control if it, his will felt by all who knew the touch of magic on their skin. The sword obeyed, its intense light dimming with every passing second until the steel could only be seen in the light of the forge fires.

Being the stoical man that he was, Baelon’s joy was muted compared to others, but it was joy none the less. He turned and held it aloft, eliciting a series of cheers and hollers from the Riders.

“Piece by piece,” the Dragonlord proclaimed, “we will rebuild this order into what it should always have been!”

Kitrana stood out against the celebrating, her chest heaving and eyes fixed on the blade in Baelon’s raised hand. Behind him, Grarfath had the look of someone who couldn’t decide whether they had just done a great thing or a terrible thing. Their reactions only complicated matters more for Joran, who didn’t really know what to make of it. He wanted to celebrate with the others, to fit in if nothing else, but he still felt so lost without Morgwyn by his side. Then there was the physical exhaustion that ate away at him.

Baelon clapped the dwarf on the shoulder. “You have proved yourself a smith worthy of the ages, Master Grarfath. Duun himself would envy your skill.”

Grarfath nodded humbly, wary, perhaps, of his fate now that he had completed his task.

“You will celebrate with us!” Baelon insisted. “Garek! Get this dwarf a drink!”

The Dragonlord walked away, pausing here and there so his fellow Riders could marvel at the blade. He eventually found himself face to face with the Nimean.

“Miss Voden… Kitrana,” he said, naming her with just the slightest hint of empathy. “This was always going to be hard for you,” he continued, glancing at the sword in his hands. “I have enjoyed hearing so much of your world, and I wish there was some way I could be of help to your people but… the sword must stay with me.”

“If I could only use it for a time—” she began, pleading.

“By your own proclamation, you are a battle maiden of the Swordsworn. There’s no part of you that would ever give the blade back once it was in your hands.”

Kitrana made to argue but Baelon cut her off. “Perhaps, in time, we might open a dialogue with the Mer-folk. The Skaramangians certainly found a way. I’m sure there are trading opportunities. After all, your people have access to vast quantities of silvyr. We need only find something this Dread Queen desires of our world, and we could see the Nimeans set free in exchange.”

“She wants the sword of Skara,” Kit replied flatly, her emotions bubbling beneath no small amount of rage.

“Dawnbreaker,” Baelon interjected. “That was always its name, just as it was always intended to be a weapon of the Dragon Riders. I would not have it associated with The Dark One now that it is returned to its rightful place.” The Dragonlord noticed Joran on the periphery and turned to him, discarding further discussion with Kitrana. “Tonight we celebrate, Joran! Go get yourself cleaned up.”

Joran bowed his head and waited a beat for Baelon to walk off so he could speak to Kitrana, but the Nimean was swift in her return to the cave, fists knotted by her sides.

The young Rider sighed, wishing he knew of some way to comfort her. Alas, he had no experience in that area, leaving him with no idea where to even begin. Feeling dejected for a number of reasons now, he made his way to the river where he could wash his face and hands.

He dropped to his knees on the banks, noting for the first time that the sun had finally set, and the moon was now the brightest thing in the sky, its light bouncing off the river. The water was soothingly cool against his skin as he rubbed the day’s grime and sweat away.

All too late did he see the eyes watching him from beneath the water.

So many eyes…
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The desert moon shone bright, a glowing emperor surrounded by worshipping stars. Under its reign, Qalanqath shrugged off its sweltering heat and welcomed a frigid breeze. It had made the hour’s ride from New Nithrael more bearable for Cob, who had kept his horse at a steady pace after sneaking out of the city—a far easier task than sneaking in.

Following old memories and the winding canyons of The Gold Rise, the ranger now found himself before a significant cleft in the rock wall. Eons past, a small river had carved its way unseen through the mountains, its water a beautiful blend of blue and green under the sun. It was shallow enough for a person to walk through, rising no higher than the knees, and so his horse had no trouble trotting through it as he guided the mount into the southern cleft.

It was an unassuming path to any who didn’t know where it led, the river curving left and right for some time. To those who knew, however, it led to a set of gates.

Cob dismounted and stood before the iron bars, their hinges fixed to the rocky walls either side of the river. The bottom of the gates plunged beneath the surface, where so much rust had already begun to take over. After securing the reins to one of the bars, the ranger tugged on the chains keeping the gates closed—they weren’t to be removed by bare hands.

Since his weapons had been confiscated after entering The Red Palace, he had nothing to bring against the chains, thus forcing him to climb over and splash down on the other side. It was only a few more steps, and the fortress interior took shape, illuminated by the sliver of moonlight that cut through the cleft.

The Grimdel.

Cob’s gaze wandered across the skeletal remains of the arched bridges spanning the chasm—delicate-looking things of stone and iron that once bore the weight of cursed generations. They linked the two halves of the ruin at varying heights, like the strands of a long-forgotten web, suspended in stillness. Walkways clung to the inner walls in gentle curves, their edges crumbling, half-swallowed by time. Balconies jutted from shadowed chambers, their railings twisted or gone, gaping like broken teeth.

From every crack and joint, nature had begun its quiet reclamation. Vines and moss crept through mortar lines, and stubborn shrubs pushed their way through fractured stone. Greenery softened the severity of a place Cob remembered as unyielding—rigid lines, cold stone, and silence that once pressed like iron on the chest.

Now it only whispered.

Just acknowledging the name in his mind was like taking on a physical weight. He waded through the water and ascended one of the two curving staircases that had been constructed either side of the river. Without really thinking about it, he took to the next stairwell and made for the doors to his right. As he knew there would be, he took the torch sitting in its fastening and sparked a fire using materials from the tinderbox he had been permitted to keep on his belt.

The flames brought light to those ancient halls, the shadows moving like old ghosts. He crossed a bridge on one of the middle levels, pausing only to check on his horse below. Having left the guard and servant quarters, the ranger was now wandering through the wing that had belonged to the Thaynes themselves.

The manacles fastened to the walls in almost every room was a giveaway. He had seen them every day of his life growing up in The Grimdel, until they had become like any other piece of furniture. As a boy, he had asked why they were in most of the rooms, and as a young man he had seen why.

His father, Adonis Thayne, had been an unpredictable man, and the guards had never known when and where they might need to subdue him. How many times had he walked past a door only to see his father chained to a wall, raving and spitting, swearing to gut them all? Lowering the torch to one particular set of manacles hanging down the wall, Cob noted the dried blood that still clung to the old irons.

He moved on.

Every room was no more than a hollowed-out cave, and they still possessed the same furnishings as the day he had escaped The Grimdel and set out for the north. Dust and damp had crept in now, draping everything in a rotting odour.

It was inevitable that he would find himself standing in his old room. He ran two fingers along the edge of his hammock, the feel of it irritating old memories. Rugs his mother had picked out lay haphazardly across the floor, their intricate and colourful designs dulled with time. The same could be said of the small tapestries that hung from the walls, a few of which he recalled as gifts from a young Hurelia. His desk was still piled with books, leaving him to wonder whether they had been reported missing from the archives in New Nithrael.

Ignoring the clothes left stacked in the small alcoves, he abandoned his room in search of another—Cassius’s bedchamber. It was almost identical to his in size and layout, but the contents had long been cleared out. The only echo of his brother that remained was in his mind now, and it was all too distant.

A sharp and sudden noise cut through the quietude of The Grimdel. Guided by instinct, Cob dropped to one knee while simultaneously plunging his torch flames down into the floor, extinguishing the light. There he remained, unnervingly still, though he didn’t have to wait long before the sound came again. Men’s voices and the rattle of chains. By the time he reached Cassius’s balcony, he could hear old hinges protesting below.

By their own torchlight, three men were crossing over the threshold, the gates opened and chain discarded. So too had the ranger’s horse been untethered and sent fleeing. Their words were muffled by distance, but their attire was that of soldiers, the blue and cream of their cloaks and battle skirts darkening in the water.

Cob hugged the wall and scrutinised them from above, sure that he recognised the trio. The voice of one was louder than the rest, informing the ranger immediately that they were the same three men from the city gates, whom Androma had bested.

The Kedradi sighed, his head arching back into the stone. He should never have been followed, a testament to how frenzied his emotions had become after meeting his nephew, Aurelian.

Retracing his steps in the gloom, he stepped into the moonlight as the trio were crossing a bridge on the lowest level. His sudden appearance surprised them, adding white to their eyes.

Cob raised his hands in peace. “If you were sent to retrieve me, you shouldn’t have scared off my horse.”

The apparent leader, who had managed to avoid receiving a beating from Androma, pointed his sword at the ranger. “Retrieve you?” he spat incredulously. “Why would anyone want a creature so cursed as you to come back?”

Cob slowly lowered his arms, seeing the truth of their arrival now. They hadn’t come to collect him. They had come to kill him. His affliction, it seemed, was enough to convince them that their need for retribution was justified.

“You should never have returned, Exile!” one of the other soldiers barked.

“You endanger us all,” the third hissed.

“I have no quarrel with you, brothers.”

The ranger remained calm, assessing the trio as a Tongal Monk might. They were relatively young, in good shape, and absent any pre-existing injuries.

While Cob’s instruction had been sponsored by his mother, granting him a unique fighting style born of numerous martial arts, every Kedradi trained to wield a Draven blade was also put through a tailored fighting regime that incorporated all four styles of the feudal dance, so named the Govu Nho by the ancient masters of Kanofell. Each of the four styles had a great number of flowing moves that could be adapted depending on the weapon of choice. Adding to the ferocity of the dance, the Govu Nho allowed for any number of combinations that blended the four styles together.

That didn’t mean Cob couldn’t break every bone in their bodies. There were pressure points, nerve clusters, and limits to every joint, a trifecta of pain should the combatant be instructed in the ways to exploit those areas.

The two wielding scimitars would have to come in close, offering an opportunity to tie them in knots where they were more likely to kill each other instead of him. The man at the back, however, possessed a spear made from the spine of a Draven. All Kedradi warriors were proficient with the spear, and there was no reason to believe he wasn’t as well. Being able to kill from a distance was a significant advantage that would need dealing with first—a real problem given that the ranger had no weapon to speak of.

“So it is bravery that has brought you to this cursed place?” Cob replied, moving very slowly towards them, putting him in the middle of the bridge. “You would kill me to save your people.”

“You would bring the curse down upon all of us!” the leader grumbled. “You cannot be allowed to return.”

“Just do it,” the other scimitar insisted, gesturing at the ranger with the end of his weapon. “Do it.”

“Bravery to stand up to your enemy is a victory unto itself,” Cob said soothingly. “Alas, it is not enough to see you survive and stand up to another enemy. This is your only warning: leave this place now, with all your blood still on the inside, or stay, and have it stain these walls for all time.”

Despite standing before them with no weapons, there was clearly something about the ranger to be taken seriously. That much was obvious by the fresh beads of sweat that formed around the leader’s temples and the gulping swallow he tried to conceal behind a tensing jaw.

“Do it!” the other, cowardly, scimitar urged.

Cob had seen more subtle attacks in a tavern brawl. The leader sucked in a lung full of air hoping, perhaps, that he would taste his courage in that fateful moment. His scimitar came up—too high—in both hands while his eyes dropped to the ranger’s throat, revealing his intended target.

He failed to execute his swing beyond ninety degrees before Cob threw himself into the man’s midriff, taking them both over the side of the bridge. The water wasn’t nearly deep enough to soften their impact, but the drop wasn’t nearly enough to kill them either. It just hurt. A lot.

Aware of the spearman above, the ranger didn’t even look as he picked himself up, one hand scrambling across the riverbed in search of an ample rock. By proximity alone he knew the leader was right beside him, his first breath giving his position away.

Cob thrust out his arm, chasing the sound of that breath. He felt the rock in his hand connect with the leader’s face, the blow heard by the breaking of bones before his body splashed back into the water. By then, the ranger had managed to open his eyes and look up, seeing the blurry image of two men peering over the bridge railing.

He threw the rock, hoping that he had targeted the right soldier.

What was it his Kovmagin master had said? Hope is for those who cannot do. Having relied on as much rather than being sure of his aim, Cob slipped through the fingers of hope and struck the wrong man. The other scimitar was sent reeling, his head bleeding as he dropped to his hands and knees in pain.

Exposed in the river and left at the mercy of the spearman, the ranger could only prepare himself to dive one way or the other to survive the next few seconds. Be it the blessing of the All-Fate or just dumb luck, however, the spearman lost confidence in his ability to throw the weapon with any accuracy. Instead, he jumped from the railing and crashed into Cob with his spear held horizontally in both hands.

Taken down by the force of it, Cob was plunged beneath the water for a second time, only now he was being kept there. His hands shot up, searching for some part of the soldier he could seriously injure, but the man was careful to arch his spine and keep his head out of reach. So too did the flat spear prevent Cob from fully extending his arms.

As his chest began to burn in its need for oxygen, panic threatened to creep in. Panic was the path to mistakes, and mistakes always led to death, an old mantra of his Judosu instructor. It was for that reason a young Cob had always been placed in stress positions while sparring, offering him a chance to meet panic face to face and learn how to suppress it.

Taking a crucial moment to think through his situation, Cob found the answer well within reach. With all his strength, he slammed his knee up into the man’s groin. Twice. There was no need for a third strike, the soldier having lost all his grip on the spear as he slipped into the water beside the ranger.

Cob came up for his breath with another rock in hand, his arm stretched high. No sooner did he hear the arrow cutting through the air than he felt the rock knocked from his hand.

Caught off guard, the ranger turned, bewildered, to see his sister holding the bow. She sat astride a Scataq, a nine-foot-tall creature that looked like a peacock and an ostrich had been forced into one flesh, a hard animal to tame. It was considered far more regal than the reptilian Drogals commanded by the soldiers, including her husband, Thedonus, who rested in his saddle beside her.

“They attacked me,” Cob was quick to point out, his voice ragged.

“I know,” Hurelia replied smoothly, handing her bow to the mounted soldier on her right. “They will be punished accordingly.”

“A few seasons on the Draven farms should do it,” Thedonus remarked, a look of disappointment on his stern face.

Cob thought of those farms, tucked away in the south-east, where Dravens were bred for the sole purpose of harvesting their bones for weapons. It was a hazardous job to say the least.
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Upon the same bridge from which Cob had leaped, his sister and queen of the Kedradi stood stoically as she watched her entourage of guards take the trio away, each tethered to a reptilian Drogal by their wrists. Astride his own red lizard, Thedonus waited until Hurelia gave him a nod before he turned his mount around and followed the river out of The Grimdel.

“I must be losing my edge,” Cob uttered as he joined his sister by the railing. “I didn’t think I was so easy to track.”

“Trust me,” Hurelia replied, “you’re not.”

Cob looked intently at her, wondering then if she had tried to find him after he abandoned Qalanqath all those years ago.

“Meeting your nephew was clearly too… unbalancing,” she continued. “Did you really think you could just return after so long, and I wouldn’t be watching your every step? You can’t hold your breath in my city without me knowing about it.”

“Am I a prisoner?” he had to ask.

Hurelia withheld her reply for a long moment. “You’re dangerous,” she said cryptically. “I know how your curse works.” The queen turned from the railing and eyed the blood stain left by the soldier who had taken a flying rock to the face. “How much time will that buy you? How many more of my citizens will you be forced to pick a fight with to hold off the madness?”

“I didn’t come here looking for a fight,” Cob argued. “They were the ones who⁠—”

“Answer the question, Valarius.”

“I killed a Draven before arriving at the city. With this… maybe a week.”

“But maybe less,” Hurelia countered, her gaze seemingly captured by the shallow river.

Her expression was that of a mask, her facial muscles articulating a facade of control all mothers wore when concern for their children was reaching boiling point. She was thinking of Aurelian.

“I knew you would come back here,” the queen stated. “It must haunt you more than it haunts me.”

Cob turned his back to the railing and let his attention wander high over the bridges and balconies. “This is the closest thing I have to a home… and I hate that.” He looked at his sister with some intensity, summoning the courage to ask the question that had clawed at him since meeting his nephew. “Will you send him here? Is this to be Aurelian’s home?”

Hurelia’s facade hardened all the more, but her eyes softened, glassing over, until tears welled and streaked down her sharp cheeks. “I spend day and night thinking of ways he can stay with me, in The Red Palace. I cannot sleep for fear of sending him here.”

Cob moved a little closer to his sister. “I had hoped you would be spared this torment.”

“The All-Fate has already determined our future. Even Aurelian’s.”

The ranger disagreed, his heart twisting with rage at such a being as the All-Fate. He only believed in the deity when it suited his anger, when he had no tangible thing to direct his hatred towards.

“That’s why I left,” Cob uttered, his voice little more than a whisper. “I sought a new future, one I might forge myself.”

“Nowhere is beyond the All-Fate, brother. Every choice you make has already been seen, weighed, and measured.”

“What about that baby boy?” he countered. “What about Aurelian? He hasn’t made any choices. He didn’t choose to be born. He didn’t choose to be cursed. You’re telling me the All-Fate has already set his destiny in stone? To hell with that!” The ranger was pacing the bridge now. “The All-Fate can mind its own business and leave our family’s destiny to us.”

“And what did you achieve?” Hurelia demanded, swivelling to face him. “What future did you forge? How many people have suffered because of your curse?”

“There is no future for Aurelian here!” Cob snapped.

The queen shook her head and blinked more tears as she gestured at the high walls around them. “Of course there’s not! This is a dead end, and our ancestors knew that when they carved it from the rock. You weren’t sent here to forge a future. You were sent here to make sure others had one. I might love Aurelian so much it hurts, but he will grow up, and the curse will claim him just as it did you and Cassius. What am I to do when that madness takes hold of him? Will I have to inform other mothers that their sons and daughters have been killed because I couldn’t bear to send him here?”

Despair had Hurelia firmly in its grip, her shoulders sagged and chin dipped towards her chest. “You can rage and rebel all you want, Valarius, but your words will shatter against the All-Fate’s will as surely as the love I hold for my son.”

Cob moved to place himself squarely before the queen, her vision consumed by him and his aura of confidence. “It wasn’t the All-Fate who cursed our line, Hurelia. It was a being of flesh and blood—not some god. It can be broken.”

“I have read all that you have,” the queen replied. “The curse might as well demand that you move Mount Kaliban with your bare hands.”

“For any other generation that would hold true, but the world is changing out there. That’s why I’m here.”

Hurelia stepped back from him, her stony facade slowly returning. “I would not hear a word of false hope, Valarius. My heart could not take it.”

“The Great Shadow,” Cob declared, echoing words from their ancient archives. “The enemy who sent us down this cursed path. He has returned.”

“Nonsense,” Hurelia retorted immediately.

“I have seen him with my own eyes, sister.”

“Then you have been deceived.”

“Many times,” Cob admitted. “But I have seen enough of this world to know the difference between a monster and real evil. Our ancestors would have called him The Dark One, but his real name is Skara Pendain, and he is just flesh and blood—no different to the Dragon Rider who cursed us.”

“You are deluded by hope.”

“I am convinced by despair, for that is exactly what I felt watching him return to this world. After killing a good friend of mine, he went on to carve a bloody path through Thedaria and on to Harendun. As we speak, he schemes to conquer this world again, just as he tried to do when our people called Kanofell home, when he convinced the Kedradi to aid him.” The ranger took a steadying breath. “Do not think I am blinded by hope, sister. Hope is the whisper that leads you into shadow. I lend it about as much power as I do prayer.”

Hurelia regarded him closely, her eyes scrutinising him to such a degree it might have been believed that she was picking through his memories and scouring his emotions.

“You have truly seen such a thing? He’s… real?”

“Frighteningly real,” Cob answered. “As are the Skaramangians, only they are so much worse than anything you could read about in our archives. They have spent eons infiltrating every level of power on both sides of The Drifting Sea. They may well have a presence here, in Qalanqath, in The Red Palace itself. Every one of them is at The Dark One’s command now.”

Set to her own pacing, Hurelia’s lips contorted as she assimilated it all. “Let’s say you’re right and this… Dark One, has returned⁠—”

“Please believe me, Hurelia,” Cob pleaded.

The queen held up a hand. “The curse is quite clear. To be broken, House Thayne must be worthy of the ballad. So not only would you have to gain some victory over The Dark One, you would have to find someone who knows The Last Ballad of Hope.” Forlorn was her expression, and shared by her brother.

“A victory alone might be enough to break it,” he posed, just as he had to Androma.

“That sounds an awful lot like hope,” Hurelia commented.

Cob couldn’t look her in the eye, and so his attention wandered back to the empty walkways and passages of The Grimdel. “For myself I have none. But… for Aurelian, I might dare listen to that whisper.”

“And be led into shadow?”

Androma’s words came to him then, teasing the slightest of smiles out of him. “It is the role of all good things to linger in the dark places, so that hope may yet kindle.” He felt somewhat hypocritical saying as much, but he wasn’t just fighting for himself anymore. “I will challenge Skara Pendain,” the ranger proclaimed. “I will kill him. If you are to believe in the All-Fate then believe that, because all of this,” he said, gesturing at the ancient stone, “was nothing if not training to defeat him.”

The queen closed the gap and placed a gentle hand to his left cheek. “I believe you. And I desperately want you to be right, for it all to be true. Does that make me wicked?” she asked. “To want someone so evil to threaten the realm just so my son might be spared?”

“No. It makes you a mother.”

Hurelia didn’t look to be comforted by that fact, her hand retracting as she moved away. “If you know your quarry is in Harendun, why are you here? You didn’t come all this way to meet nieces and nephews you didn’t even know existed.”

“In truth, it wasn’t my idea to come here. I intended to take up the hunt and cross the sea.”

“What could steer a ranger from his prey?”

“Perhaps we should return to the city. It is not my sister I was sent to treaty with, but the queen of the Kedradi.”

One of Hurelia’s immaculate eyebrows arched into her brow. “You were sent to treaty?”

Cob retrieved the scroll from his belt and handed it to her. Her eyes only glanced at the words before rushing to the seal at the bottom, where they widened in surprise.

“You were sent by the spymaster of Erador?” The queen rolled up the scroll and straightened.

“I believe you have already had dealings with him.”

“When necessary,” Hurelia stated succinctly, no trace of shame in her voice.

“He knew my name and much more—things outsiders shouldn’t know.”

“Well he didn’t learn them from me.” The queen sighed. “It appears there are holes in my house. I shall see them plugged. Now come along, brother. It’s a long ride back to the city. By the time I reach my throne, I expect to know all that has transpired since you first left these walls. You will not leave out a single detail, Valarius. And I would know everything that has been said between you and that wretch Galahart.”

Cob knew a command and not a request when he heard it, just as he knew his sister had been replaced by the queen of Qalanqath. He could but bow his head.


37
ONE BRIGHT NIGHT


Joran scrambled back from the water’s edge, but he was not nearly quick enough. Swift were the bronze hands that exploded from the river’s depths, the fingers clawing at his dark cuirass until they could drag him under. His cry of alarm was literally drowned out by the rush of water that consumed him, his entire body submerged in The Serpent’s Tongue.

With terrifying speed, they plunged him deeper into the river, where his sharp eyes made out the small army waiting there. Every one of them was watching the surface like a corpse frozen in their moment of death. It was all the more eerie to see them blinking, patiently waiting for the signal to attack.

Between the two Merdians grappling him, Joran missed such a signal, but it was certainly given. As one, the creatures of the sea speared to the surface, leaving two of their kin to drown him.

Joran caught a glimmer of their knives in the moonlight penetrating the water, though he couldn’t tell whether they were forged from metal or bone. He had no such confusion when it came to their effectiveness, his blood clouding the water in dark plumes where one of the daggers sliced his hand.

Still, he managed to kick his enemy away before the other Merdian grabbed him from behind, one arm of corded muscle coiled around his forehead to expose his neck. Joran managed to raise his hand and intercept the wrist bringing another dagger to his throat. One sharp twist should have snapped the bones, but the Merdian’s limb proved more flexible than a human’s. It still inflicted enough pain to see the amphibious creature release the curved weapon.

Now it was in Joran’s hand.

Tucking his knees up, the young Rider shoved both feet into the Merdian who had sliced his hand, using the fiend’s body to push him in the opposite direction, where he spun in the water and uncoupled himself from the foe at his back. Three times did he plunge the dagger into the Merdian’s neck, muddying the water with more blood.

He needed air.

The surface called to him with a promise of life everlasting, a balm for his crushing chest and burning lungs. But the surviving Merdian was damned fast, cutting up through the water as a blade of silvyr would cut through flesh.

Keeping him from precious air, the Merdian slammed into him, his bronze skin and bald scalp coated with fine scales that allowed him to move with all the grace of a fish. His armour was scarce, strategically placed over areas of the chest and limbs and atop a form-fitting under suit much like the one Kitrana wore. The eyes, however—orbs of pure black—were very different from Kitrana’s, whose could have been mistaken for two drops of the bluest ocean.

There was no emotion to be seen behind the Merdian’s eyes, but his shark-like teeth could be seen in his grimace. Twice did he attempt to gut Joran while his powerful legs propelled them into the depths once more, and twice was the weapon halted, if painfully, by the dark purple scale mail beneath Joran’s leathers.

His need to breathe had become an outright desperation, leading Joran down the path of savagery in order to survive. Rather than fight the creature’s natural ability to slip through the water or his annoyingly durable bones, Joran gripped the Merdian’s head between his hands so his thumbs rested over those lifeless eyes. Then he squeezed.

His opponent immediately lost all interest in the fight, his dagger abandoned in favour of pressing his webbed hands to his ruined eyes. Joran left him to his misery and swam with all haste to gulp down as much air as he could.

The world he emerged to was on fire.

The Merdians had scattered across the camp and engaged the Riders in bloody battle. They considerably outnumbered them, bringing scimitars, spears, and tridents to bear against the unsuspecting order. Added to the clamour and ring of clashing silvyr was the expulsion of magic. It clapped, fizzled, and roared in a multitude of colours that set Merdians ablaze, froze their blood in their veins, and broke their unusual bones.

Parthagon brought his own brand of chaos to the battle. The dragon had to be careful where he stepped and how he moved his tail lest he crush one of the order, but that didn’t stop him from spitting fire across the ground. The Riders erected shields where they had to, enduring the dragon’s breath while the enemy burned in droves.

More than a handful of the Merdians had used that chaos to deftly pass through Parthagon’s defences and even ascend the mighty dragon’s silver hide. He roared when they manipulated his scales to slip their spears through his hide beneath. It only served to create more chaos as he tried to rid himself of the pests, his tail swerving through the air until it cleaved half a dozen trees in two.

Despite the various battles, blazing fires, and agitated dragon, Baelon Vos was easy to find. The newly reforged Dawnbreaker was aglow in the Dragonlord’s grip, the blade emitting an orange hue, as if the runes that adorned it were windows into the sun itself. Then there were the Merdians he struck with it, each reduced to fiery cinders, their ashes victims to the breeze.

Joran made a dead run for Baelon, his wet cloak heavy in his wake. He had no sword to call his own yet, forcing him to scoop up a fallen spear on his way. He wielded it for no more than a couple of seconds before letting it fly, set to sail straight into a Merdian’s chest as he swung for the Dragonlord.

Baelon Vos moved like a reaper sent by grimmest Death. His fighting style treaded a fine line between being frighteningly still and flowing like silk in the wind. His enemies burnt up around him, their attacks cast aside with grace and ease and always before a brutal counter that robbed them of life.

“Joran!” he snapped.

The young Rider glimpsed the silvyr blade Baelon tossed through the air—the Dragonlord’s own weapon. Joran caught it while pivoting around a swinging trident, his hands parting sword from sheath at the same time.

Baelon joined him shoulder to shoulder. “Show me what you can really do, Dragon Rider.”

Eager to do just that, Joran gripped the weapon in two hands as a fresh wave of Merdians advanced on them—on Dawnbreaker, their intended prize.
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Kassanda!

The Rider’s eyes snapped open to the sound of her dragon’s voice. Through their bond, she knew Garganafan had heard something alarming, her hand falling to the sword resting by her side.

The camp is under attack! the dragon reported, his enormous bulk disturbing the forest as he shifted and stirred.

Kassanda turned sharply to the east, where distance and trees blocked her view of Baelon’s campsite. “Joran,” she hissed.

The Unadine’s canopy burst apart like a wine skin when Garganafan hurled himself into the sky, his Rider astride the saddle at the base of his long neck. Above the forest now, they could both see the flames and smoke, the light dancing as a dragon passed over it this way and that.

With unparalleled speed, Garganafan swept over The Unadine’s north and soon brought them over the camp. Just as quick was his report of those attacking the Riders.

“Mer-folk?” Kassanda couldn’t fathom the events that had led to such beings attacking a group of Dragon Riders, and on land no less.

Whatever their reason, Kassanda didn’t care—her attention was entirely snatched by the glowing sword that made short work of them.

He did it, she uttered across their bond.

He reforged the sword, Garganafan stated, seeing as much for himself.

Baelon cannot be allowed to wield it, the Rider proclaimed.

Do not be distracted, Garganafan urged. This might be our only chance to save Joran. The sword and all else can wait.

Kassanda considered the battlefield below, seeing the truth of her companion’s words. They had witnessed the exodus of dragons earlier that day, leaving Parthagon alone to safeguard the camp. Kassanda had originally planned to enter the camp in secret, just before the dawn, and extract Joran and Grarfath before meeting up with Garganafan again. The Riders and Parthagon, however, would be on high alert after the attack, making any infiltration impossible.

It was now or never.

But the sword…

Her duty to Erador would be secured with that particular weapon of power. Baelon and his accomplices could be held accountable for their treachery against king and country, their lives forfeit just as Baelon had seen fit to forfeit so many of their order in his grasp for control. With that sword, Kassanda knew she could bring balance back to the Dragon Riders, if not the realm itself.

Your hunger for vengeance and bloodshed wears a mask of righteousness. You would bring order to the world under such a guise, but I have warned you of the price. The blood would remain on our claws for all time.

There will be even more blood on our claws if we do nothing! I can tip the scales with a weapon like that.

Save Joran, Garganafan implored, feeling his Rider unhook from her safety harness. Kassanda! he growled when she didn’t respond. Save Joran!

The Rider positioned herself into a crouch atop the saddle, her hands clinging to the rim. Don’t let your friendship with Parthagon get in the way.

That was all she said before swan diving over the edge of the flying dragon. Garganafan still landed before she did, all twenty tons of him crashing into Parthagon, their collision obliterating the Mer-folk harassing the silver dragon.

Kassanda’s landing wasn’t nearly as devastating, though the ground cracked like a spider’s web beneath the power of her magic. That same magic propelled her forwards at what should have been bone-breaking speed, but it only proved deadly to the Mer-folk who got in her way.

It wasn’t long, however, before she had cut her way through to a Dragon Rider. Raya Maudamare, a capable warrior who had long established a fighting style that incorporated a dagger to accompany her silvyr sword. How easy it was, in the heat of battle, to forget that she could deliver a mortal blow from either hand.

On that fateful day, when Baelon had seized power, Raya had stood against those who sided with Rhaymion, her blades forever stained by the blood she spilled that night. So too had her dragon, Ithira, played her part in the execution of Aila, Rhaymion’s dragon. She was marked for death as far as Kassanda was concerned.

Despite Garganafan’s loud and calamitous arrival, seeing Kassanda was still enough of a surprise to make Raya falter, though not enough, ultimately, to stop her from lunging at Kassanda.

Using that precious moment of hesitation, Kassanda threw her sword at the hard ground between them, her command of the weapon so complete that she was able to ensure the pommel struck first. It immediately rebounded, spinning back up at speed and with uncanny accuracy.

Raya grunted, her head whipped back by the pommel that sprang up into her face. Before she could recover, Kassanda jumped and rammed her boot into Raya’s chest, folding her in half and sending her skidding across the ground.

Beyond their duel, the forest was being steadily destroyed by Garganafan and Parthagon. The two dragons smashed into each other with enough force to shatter stone, their gnashing jaws capable of tearing through the adamant scales that coated their rough hide. Every now and then, Parthagon would roar or exhale a jet of bright flames while Garganafan remained quiet, his ice breath kept in check.

You’re holding back! she snapped, swinging a heel into Raya’s face and knocking her out for good.

Garganafan roared, his voice breaking the sky before his mighty tail swept through the trees and clubbed Parthagon around the snout. The silver dragon was thrown to one side, his bulk considerable enough to shake the earth.

Better! Kassanda praised.

Save Joran! came his angry retort.

Parthagon was already beginning to rise, preparing to renew their battle, when a flash of light directed Kassanda’s attention to Baelon Vos. Three of the Mer-folk were closing in from all sides, their tridents and spears angled to impale the Dragonlord. But it was not to be his end.

Baelon managed to turn the spear away while simultaneously twisting his body to avoid both tridents at once. A spinning backhand of his glowing sword cut through all three of the bronze mer-men, translating them into ashes and sparks.

Joran…

Kassanda’s gaze snapped to the boy—the Rider. She could scarcely believe the changes she saw in him now. Gone was the wide-eyed boy, a leaf cast into a storm. Joran held himself as a warrior; he certainly fought like one. He was forty yards out from Baelon and surrounded by Mer-folk. Their strangely flexible bodies contorted their shapes as they came at him from numerous angles, yet not one of them could touch him. His swordplay, footwork, and strategy had clearly advanced in the time they’d spent apart.

Added to that, he looked every bit the Dragon Rider. His under suit of dark purple scales could be seen here and there, between the black leather plates, as well as on full display across his vambraces and pauldrons. Curling about him was his tanned cloak, another badge of station among their ranks, and even a tool if used right in battle.

Kassanda looked left and right, to Joran and Baelon. Garganafan was too occupied to lend any weight to the decision, his mind having gone to a bestial place. She had to choose.

Left or right. Joran or Baelon.

[image: ]



Grarfath launched tool after tool, never stopping to look what he was picking up. One Merdian took a drift tool to the head, splitting his skull open and dropping him like a stone. Another received a chisel to the chest, where it bounced off what could only have been silvyr—since it had been thrown by a dwarven smith—and became lodged in the throat of the mer-man beside him.

He struck yet another with a pair of tongs, the hard iron taking out their left knee, leaving them vulnerable to the anvil Grarfath then toppled over his head. The wet thud was followed by the strangest reverberating shriek of another, the Merdian leaping over one of the workstations to reach the dwarf. A trident, tipped with three silvyr prongs, was coming for Grarfath’s heart, and there was nothing he could do about it.

Except throw a preposterous number of tools at him.

Fuller tool, hammer, swage block, rivet header, and even a lump of coal. By the last, the Merdian was on his knees and bleeding from various wounds, darkening his burnished skin. For good measure, Grarfath actually spared a glance at his surroundings and heaved the sledgehammer Garek had left leaning against the table.

There was no defying the two-handed swing of a dwarven smith.

Grarfath didn’t just step over the bodies, he skipped and jumped to get from under the canopy of the forge. He instantly regretted it.

A second dragon dropped out of the night’s sky and slammed into Parthagon, their collision one of pure ruin. Grarfath was knocked from his feet by the calamitous quake, a fact that saved him from one of the tree-like tails that swung over the camp and destroyed the forge entirely.

By the time the dwarf had picked himself up, the two dragons had tumbled into the forest, smashing through the tree line like it wasn’t even there. Their fight kicked up waves of dirt, showering the camp with debris and the occasional trunk.

It was Garganafan! If the white dragon was there, then so too was his Rider, Kassanda. Had Yamnomora accompanied them?

Looking beyond his misted breath, Grarfath’s eyes shifted frantically in search of either, but he was really looking for Kitrana. He had no doubt the battle maiden was why the Merdians were among them, though they were certainly more brazen than he would have guessed. Their belief that superior numbers would win the day was to be tested by the hardened Dragon Riders.

From where he stood, he witnessed Garek, the tallest and broadest of them, strangle the life out of a Merdian in one hand while he fought off two others with his sword. The man was a beast in human skin protected by a layer of dragon scales, tooled leathers, and a few centuries of fighting experience. The Merdians were doomed.

Baelon was the easiest person to spot in the chaos, his black cloak billowing as he danced and flowed between his foes, and all in the light of a sword none could best.

A great pang of guilt took root deep inside the dwarf. What had he done?

A high-pitched cry cut through the thunderous dragons and clashing blades, directing Grarfath’s attention across the camp. Kitrana! The battle maiden was fighting for her life, and with a trident in her hands. One of the Merdians grappled her around the waist, taking her down where the smith could no longer see the Nimean.

With the sledgehammer still in his grip, Grarfath hurried across the camp, weaving always to avoid the debris. It was then that he saw Gondrith and another Rider, Rengyr, putting themselves between the encroaching Merdians and two ornate chests that rested by the central fire. One of the chests was knocked off the bench, its lid flung open to reveal a trio of dragon eggs. Of the three, an egg of muddy orange scales rolled out before being accidentally kicked away by one of the Merdians.

It caught Rengyr’s attention, distracting him just enough for one of the bronze creature’s to slash at his leg with a silvyr scimitar. Rengyr yelled in pain and dropped to one knee, but he was not to suffer death. His empty hand thrust out and condensed the air between him and his would-be killer. The subsequent wave crashed into the Merdian like a wall of solid stone, crushing his flexible bones without tearing though his skin.

Grunting through his pain, Rengyr used his sword to prop himself back onto both feet as Gondrith slaughtered the last pair of Merdians to face them. He scoured the ground, his distress obvious, but the dark orange egg was nowhere to be seen, as if the ground had swallowed it up.

It had, in fact, been scooped up.

Grarfath had skidded to a stop behind one of the few tents still standing and not on fire. There he stayed for the moment, waiting for Rengyr to give up the hunt. He didn’t have to wait for very long, the Rider soon under attack once more.

The smith marvelled at the egg in his hand. It felt dense and heavy in his grip—important. What madness had driven him to take it? It seemed a small victory to try and gain over Baelon Vos, and that was if he could even get it to Kassanda without being killed first. Yet it was a victory all the same, for it would be one less dragon taken in by Baelon’s fanaticism. Noble as that was, Grarfath knew he was simply taking the opportunity to strike at the Dragonlord the only way he could.

But that would have to do.

The dwarf slipped it into his satchel and heaved his hammer again. He could see from his vantage that Kitrana had recovered and was in the process of yanking her trident out of a Merdian’s chest. But more were coming for her. Always more.

Grarfath’s knuckles paled around the wooden haft as he envisioned himself charging into the Merdians and halting their attack on her. Indeed, he would have done just that had a trio of the bronze warriors not charged into him as he ran out from behind the tent.

The four of them went down in a heap, the Merdians discovering that running into a dwarf was much like running into a boulder, only this boulder was also wielding a hammer.

Grarfath rose unsteadily, the iron head of his hammer dragging behind him. The Merdians recovered around him, wielding significantly better weapons. He counted two scimitars and a spear, all of which looked to be some exotic blend of silvyr and ocean rock. Either would do when it came to killing him.

“They’re going to gut you like a fish.”

Grarfath turned to find a pair of golden eyes watching him. Slait remained chained to the upright log, his scarred face mottled with bruises and recent cuts that were already beginning to fade.

“Shut yer gob!” the smith growled, his focus quickly shifting back to the Merdians.

They were slowly spreading out, giving him too many angles to defend from. Up close he could also see that their arms were slightly too long, a fact that would lend them even more reach than a human had over the dwarf.

“That’s not a weapon of power in your hands,” Slait reminded him.

“I said shut it!”

“They’re going to kill you!” he hissed.

One of them lunged forwards, a heartbeat before another, only both were sent into retreat by an empty swing of the sledgehammer.

“Now they know the reach of your arm,” the Andaren remarked. “Set me free!”

Grarfath swung again, delaying their combined attack. And all the while he was painfully aware that Kitrana was steadily being overwhelmed.

Slait tensed, his muscles bulging against the chains. “Set me free!”

“So ye can snap me neck? Think again!”

Grarfath thrust the head of his hammer at the nearest Merdian before going on to swing it at the other two. He didn’t have long. A unified attack would likely kill one of them, but he would certainly die.

“I helped you in the mountains,” the zealot stated, his facial and neck veins swelling with the effort to break free.

“Ye tried to kill me in the mountains,” Grarfath corrected.

“Block-headed dwarf,” Slait grumbled. “Die here if you must then! I’ll still live long enough to see you take your last⁠—”

The Andaren’s final words were drowned out by Grarfath’s groan as he swung the hammer again, only this time he continued round, past the Merdians, and into the wooden post. He heard the wood give way to his strength and even glimpsed the brute fall with the shattered log, but the dwarf was swiftly taken from his feet.

The hammer cast aside, the smith looked up from his back to see one of the Merdians atop him, the edge of his fine blade just kissing the dwarf’s beard. Grarfath’s strength alone was all that kept it from going any further—half an inch more and it would be slicing into his throat.

The rattle of chains preceded the flying log, the length of which slammed into one of the two standing Merdians and brought a sudden end to any threat they might pose. The other squirmed in The Dawn Sword’s hands, though only for a few seconds before the brute twisted his head around. The third, who was still trying to kill Grarfath, was oblivious to it all, making it quite the surprise when the chain coiled around his neck.

Slait yanked him off the smith and dropped his brow directly into the Merdian’s face. Taking the loose ends of chain in both hands, the brute went on to flip the mer-man over his shoulder and hammer him into the ground. One powerful heel to the back of the neck brought the Andaren’s tally up to three.

Grarfath rose cautiously, his gaze never straying from the zealot. He dared, only once, to glance at the sledgehammer by Slait’s foot. His quarry noted as much and flicked it into the air with his toes, where his waiting hand caught it with ease.

Gleeful was the grin that stretched across Slait’s pale face, his scars pulled tight. Grarfath stepped back again and again. If he turned and ran the brute would still kill him, leaving him with the only question left to ask. Did he want to die facing his enemy? Or did he want to die running away from his enemy.

He stopped retreating and took a breath—perhaps his last.

Slait’s vicious smile turned to one of determination, the hammer coming up in both hands, before his entire expression splintered into shock and fear. Rather than deliver that final blow, the Andaren dived aside. Grarfath didn’t even turn around, his whole body falling flat to the ground with only his imagination to conjure the doom that was about to befall him.

That doom came in the form of Parthagon’s head, which swept through the camp, his jaw spikes cutting through the air no more than an inch above Grarfath’s head. What was left of the tents was dragged away with the dragon’s head while Slait was swatted in the opposite direction by a handful of barrels.

On his hands and knees, Grarfath scrambled onwards, sure that if he looked back, the warring dragons would come crashing down on top of him.

Now to find Kitrana.
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Was there anything quite so good as killing a Merdian? If there was, Kitrana Voden was yet to experience it. They might cling to their humanoid forms and boast of intelligence worthy of a human or a Nimean, but they were little more than creatures in Kit’s eyes. Monsters really.

The matriarchy that it was, the Dread Queen had sent a small army of males to the slaughter, the Merdian warriors bred for the sole purpose of fighting and dying for their queendom. At first, Kitrana believed they had come for her since they had been using the tracking spell burned into her back so frequently. It soon dawned on her that even the Dread Queen wouldn’t send so many to face the Dragon Riders just to reclaim a wayward Nimean.

They had come for the sword of Skara.

How long they had been spying on the camp before they realised the blade was also there? The discovery had likely changed the nature of their mission and delayed any attack until reinforcements could arrive. Had they been in the water with her?

Either way, they were no longer interested in capturing her, for they no longer needed to question the battle maiden on the hilt’s whereabouts. The sword had been reforged!

Kitrana welcomed the chaos of it all. The Riders and Merdians both were enemies to her, but they were also pitted against each other, a fact that allowed her to continuously slip through the gaps and get closer to Baelon Vos. Added to that, Garganafan had struck again. The ground quaked sporadically in tune with their pummelling duel, the air cracked by roars and heated with fire.

The Nimean did her best to ignore most of it, her grit coiling about a cord of determination until her focus narrowed solely on the sword. It would be hers. She was of the Swordsworn, a battle maiden charged with its protection.

No…

Kitrana Voden had been charged with a destiny. She wasn’t to protect it anymore. She was to wield it. With Dawnbreaker leading the way, the oceans could be freed of the Merdians and their Dread Queen. In the ashes of their destruction, the Nimeans could flourish once more. Nimala could be rebuilt. New alliances could be forged between the underwater races.

That was a world worth fighting for.

And fight she would. The Merdians were dying in droves, yet their numbers continued to come between her and Baelon.

Planting the end of the trident in the ground, the battle maiden used it to support her as she ran across two of the Dread Queen’s puppets. Upon landing, she twisted her hips and brought the trident round in a slicing arc that damn near split a third Merdian in half.

She hadn’t seen the fourth.

The blade whipped down from shoulder to hip, a strike that would have surely severed her spine and killed her had the blow not been so shallow. Still she screamed in pain, her back arching as she staggered forwards.

The Merdian advanced with a thrusting attack, as was more typical of an ocean warrior. Predicting as much, Kitrana pivoted and repositioned her limbs to allow the scimitar to pass harmlessly between her ribs and right arm. That same elbow snapped up and cracked her foe across the face. Using the shaft of the trident, she then shoved him back and drove one of the prongs down into his bare foot.

His pain was hardly a balm for the agony that tore through her back, but it was something. Rather than put him out of his misery, she kicked him square in the chest, forcing his foot to split around the trident.

“Kitrana!” Grarfath’s voice boomed.

The dwarf barrelled into a Merdian that had been sneaking up on her. Under the smith’s considerable weight, the bronze warrior crumpled, where he succumbed to Grarfath’s club-like fist.

“Kitrana,” the dwarf panted. “We’ve got to get out o’ ’ere! They’ve no reason to keep us alive an’ I’m not for takin’ Baelon on his word.” The smith began running towards the trees before he realised she wasn’t following him. “Come on! We’re runnin’ out o’ time, lass!”

Kit was staring at Baelon. She had a clear line of sight now, the sword bright in his grip.

“No,” Grarfath muttered. “No, don’t ye do it! Jus’ leave it be⁠—”

The battle maiden was already running. Baelon hadn’t seen her, his back turned as he hacked his way through Merdian after Merdian. And so she kept running, the gap closing with every step. She hadn’t prayed to the Water Maiden in many years, but she spared a few words then, begging the deity to keep his back turned.

When Kitrana was close enough to smell the blade burning the air, she dived at him, hands outstretched to grab him around the throat.

But she was not the first to reach him.

It was impossible to make sense of the force that collided with the Dragonlord, but it was potent enough to send Kitrana, and all else surrounding Baelon, flying in the opposite direction. Her back was wracked with a surge of pain after she bounced off the hard ground and skidded into a Merdian corpse.

Blinking against the black smoke that drifted across the clearing from so many fires, the battle maiden tried to follow the spirals, arcs, and thrusts of Dawnbreaker’s glowing steel, if only to see who or what Baelon was fighting. That became obvious when his opponent came skidding through the smoke on one knee, a silvyr blade plunged into the ground to slow her down.

It was the bald and dark-skinned Rider who had challenged Baelon on Nareene—Kassanda Grey, the Dragon Rider Joran had spoken of.

Kassanda was hurled forwards by magic Kitrana couldn’t fathom, bringing the two Riders back into heated battle. Yet more magic exploded between them, fracturing the stone beneath their feet and spoiling the air with myriad colours and an unusual metallic odour. Any Merdian who strayed too close to the melee was executed without thought and, by the looks of it, without much effort.

Indeed, the most effort was displayed by Kassanda, who was forced to evade Baelon’s every slashing attack lest she lose her sword trying to block the weapon of power. Her shoulders dipped and pivoted, her hips twisted and arched, and her knees and hands glided across the ground where needed. And always the Dragonlord advanced, his blade tearing all asunder to destroy his foe.

Crouched beside a barrel, Kitrana tried to assess Baelon’s fighting style, his attack patterns, and well-crafted footwork, searching desperately for an opening. Perhaps she could wrestle his entire arm and rent the weapon from his grasp before he could use it on her? Maybe a well-timed blow to the back of his legs would put him on his back? She even considered the trident in her hand and wondered if she could impale him from afar.

Death would have her pick any of those options, content to take her before The Hag’s judgement whatever the cause of her demise, for that was surely what awaited any assault on the Dragonlord. It was a testament to her great skill that Kassanda Grey was still alive where all else had perished.

Still, the Nimean could envision no better opportunity than the one Kassanda had inadvertently gifted her. Once Baelon defeated her—and he would—there would be no better distraction, leading Kit to one conclusion.

She would have to intervene.

Trident gripped firmly in her hand, Kitrana took a steadying breath and planned the first few attacks she intended to make knowing full well they might be the only attacks she made. On the balls of her feet, she readied to burst out of her crouch. Dawnbreaker would be hers.

“Kitrana?” Grarfath called, the dwarf searching for her in the chaos and smoke.

The smith had unknowingly saved her life, his voice having delayed the Nimean just enough to allow another to insert themselves in the duel.

A battering ram given legs, The Dancing Sword of the Dawn exploded through the smoke. With Andaren alchemy coursing through his veins, he coiled around Baelon’s torso, trapping his arms at the elbow. The Dragonlord grunted and groaned before finally whipping his head back, smashing his skull into Slait’s. Being the monster that he was, the brute absorbed the blow without losing his grip and came back at his enemy with an open maw.

Baelon roared in pain, the flesh of his neck locked in a vice-like bite.

One gloved hand reached over his shoulder and gripped the side of Slait’s head, his thumb plunging into the zealot’s left eye. Now The Dawn Sword roared in pain, though even that was not enough to see him let go of the Dragonlord.

Kassanda saw to that.

The Dragon Rider rushed them at a dead sprint, only to leap before reaching them. Both of her feet struck Baelon in the chest, a blow that launched him and Slait back through the air. No sooner had all three of them crashed back down to the ground than Gondrith and Rengyr closed in on Kassanda, forcing her to flip onto her feet and defend herself. Not too far away, Baelon and Slait had already recovered from the flying kick and were trading swift fists, each bringing their individual fighting style to bear.

Kit could hardly register any of it.

The sword had flown from Baelon’s hand only to clatter across the ground a few feet away.

She had only to reach out and take it.

Absent Baelon’s will, it lay before her dull as any steel. Then it was in her hands, though she had no memory of breaking cover and picking it up. It remained ordinary in her grasp, yet wonderfully whole. How long had she sought to possess both halves of the weapon? How many years had she scoured ancient tombs, monster-infested caves, and abandoned ruins?

How many of her people had died in that time?

Now she had the power to change all that, to change everything. It seemed that absolute need in her was enough to ignite the blade, its runes coming to life before disappearing entirely beneath the bright light.

The Nimean bolted.

She wasn’t ashamed to have gone out of her way to meet a pair of Merdians en route to the river. They were notably fearful of the glowing weapon, though their fear was momentary, their continued dread spared by a single swing from Kitrana. They burst apart in a satisfying explosion of fiery ash.

The battle maiden faltered upon facing her next opponent.

Joran Pendain put himself between her and The Serpent’s Tongue, his tan cloak billowing to one side so she couldn’t even see its banks. Though he did not raise it, he wielded the Dragonlord’s silvyr sword in one hand.

“I cannot let you leave with that,” he said, his words more of an apology than a declaration.

Kitrana lowered the weapon of power, its light fading until only the runes retained their glow. “You know why I need this.”

“We will find a way to help your people,” he vowed. “And maybe it is with that sword, but it’s not now.”

“Then when, Joran?” Kitrana yelled, her outrage tenfold now that she finally possessed Dawnbreaker. “You would let my people suffer until they’re no more? Why?” she spat, the runes flaring. “Because your war is more important? Because your people are more important? If you take this sword from me, Joran, there will be just as much blood on your hands as there is on theirs!”

Joran glanced at one of the dead Merdians lying on the ground where Kit had pointed to. “Who and when we fight isn’t up to me,” he replied. “I just know that sword belongs to us, to the Dragonlord.”

Kit’s expression creased into utter disappointment. “I’ve heard him talk of your destiny—his words are like honey in your ears. I tell you this, Joran: you will never inspire so long as you live in his shadow.”

The fine muscles twitched across the young Rider’s brow, but her words were not enough to prevent him from taking action. And he was damned fast, his free hand reaching for the weapon. The reflexes of a Nimean, however, were not to be underestimated.

Kitrana Voden whipped the blade up between them. Attuned to its wielder, Dawnbreaker reacted to her need, its light returning with such intensity as to banish the night. It should have blinded her, as it did all else in the clearing, yet the battle maiden stood immune to the brightness, her wide eyes perceiving the blade as a shadow instead of steel, a dark void in reality.

By the time Dawnbreaker had quietened to ordinary steel, its runes dormant once more, the Nimean was gone, and the weapon of power with her.
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TO VICTORY


The world was all noise and no sight, leaving Joran to stumble left and right. He tripped over a body, his hands feeling the unusually coarse armour of silvyr favoured by the Merdians. The young Rider picked himself up, sure to keep Baelon’s sword in hand in case he should meet any who yet lived.

All the while, the ground shuddered and quaked beneath the warring dragons, their hammering strikes and raking claws always loud enough to break the din. Parthagon roared, his voice distinct to Garganafan’s, if still powerful. It was followed by a blast of cold air, a frigid wave that washed over the camp. Parthagon’s next roar was somewhat muted, distorted even, before the earth trembled one last time.

“Kitrana?” Joran called, though he was sure the Nimean had already fled with her prize.

A surge of wind battered the camp under the cacophonous sound of flapping wings. Joran instinctively looked up despite the mad scramble he heard not far ahead of him. One such sound was the smith Grarfath, who grunted and yelped in surprise. His voice was swiftly drowned out by Slait’s snarling protest.

“Quickly!”

Kassanda’s voice was sharp in his ear, and heard in the same moment she crashed into him. He lost his hold on Baelon’s sword as Kassanda found her grip about his waist. Still blind to his environment, Joran would have struggled more were he not so shocked by her sudden appearance.

“Wait!” he managed, but it was too late—his feet had left the ground.

His stomach lurched, informing him that he had not just left the ground but risen by some considerable distance and at significant speed. The wind was soon rushing past his pointed ears, though it still wasn’t enough to wipe out Slait’s ongoing objections.

“Wait!” Joran cried again. “Stop!”

Garganafan’s wings continued to beat, taking him further from the camp, from the only place Morgwyn knew to find him. He called out again and again to be released, but there was no breaking Kassanda’s hold about him.

“Stop struggling!” she urged, her command coming as Joran’s vision began to pierce the white-out.

One of Garganafan’s wings was naught but a moving shadow, the details yet to emerge, while he began to make out the tops of trees and sloping cliff sides. It eventually became clear that both of them were resting against the dragon’s left ribs, their legs dangling over naught but air as Kassanda held firmly to one of the straps bound to her companion’s torso. Beneath them, Grarfath and Slait were confined to the dragon’s front claws.

“You have to take me back!” Joran yelled, contending with her grip to reach one of the straps for himself.

“Take you back?” Kassanda echoed in disbelief.

The more he clambered and jostled the more she fought back, keeping him secured to Garganafan. Joran slipped down and would have fallen free had the Dragon Rider not caught him by the wrist.

“You can’t go back, Joran! Not to him!”

“I have to!” he shouted up to her. “I need Morgwyn!”

A flash of understanding crossed Kassanda’s face, realising that she had just heard his dragon’s name for the first time. Whatever she might do next, however, was taken from her, for the Rider had been perceived as a threat to Joran, and anything so bold as to threaten the son of Ilithranda had to answer to Oaken.

The Aegre dropped from a dizzying height and plunged all four of his talons into Garganafan’s back. The dragon roared, his body spasming in pain. It was enough to see Kassanda lose her hold on Joran, who snatched at one of the straps lower down.

Above, Oaken thrashed, his dark feathered wings flapping as his stinging beak stabbed repeatedly at Garganafan’s back and neck. They lost altitude quickly, flinging Joran’s legs almost up to his head. It got so much worse when the white dragon performed a hard spiral mid-air in a bid to shrug the Aegre free.

But there was no shifting those talons.

Oaken squawked, his mutations causing the sound to border on a growl. Joran could hardly see what was happening, but given the tremendous roar that escaped Garganafan, he guessed the Aegre to have taken another bite out of him.

Any height the dragon had regained was immediately lost, throwing Joran and Kassanda around his ribs. Under the canopy of a single wing, they spied the world below rising up to greet them with all haste.

“Jump!” Kassanda barked.

The pair dived away from the rapidly descending dragon. Joran flew straight through the scratching branches of a pine tree while Kassanda used magic to break her fall—as well as a few trees. Somewhat protected by his under suit of dark purple scales, Joran stood up with no more than fresh aches and shallow cuts to add to the tapestry of wounds he had collected fighting the Merdians.

Garganafan’s landing was considerably more thunderous, the dragon turning at the last second to strike the earth with his front right shoulder. The manoeuvre saved both Slait and Grarfath from being crushed beneath the impact. Having relented just before Garganafan took the brunt of the landing, Oaken flew down to the clearing and reared up on his back legs, wings stretched to lend him size.

“No!” Joran snapped, running down the slope to reach the flat ground. “Oaken!” he cried.

Garganafan was already rising, and with a sharp exhalation from his nostrils he shook his head and bared his teeth. Oaken would certainly offer the dragon a challenge, as he had been bred to do, but Garganafan would inevitably obliterate him. Joran did the only thing he could do to save the Aegre.

He put himself between them.

“Stop!” he bellowed, hands raised. “Stop! He was just trying to protect me!”

“You don’t need protecting from us,” Kassanda stated, arriving at the bottom of the slope.

Oaken turned his large head and aggressively squawked at her, eliciting a growl from Garganafan’s cavernous chest.

Joran moved to get Oaken’s attention and raised the flat of his hand to the animal. “No!” he said forcefully. “No!” he repeated, turning back to Garganafan. “No more fighting.”

“What are you doing?” Kassanda demanded. “You can’t be serious about returning to that camp. We can stay nearby so Morgwyn can find you.”

“It’s not just…” Joran inhaled a steadying a breath, doing his best to get past the fact that he had just jumped off a flying dragon after being blinded and fighting sentient creatures from the ocean’s depths.

What had his life become?

“It’s not just about Morgwyn,” he began again. “They are the Dragon Riders. You might disagree—you might even hate that—but they are. Baelon Vos is the Dragonlord, a title he won just like every other Dragonlord before him.”

“Lies! He wasn’t nearly powerful enough to defeat Rhaymion. That’s why he had Aila ambushed and slaughtered in the middle of their contest. Rhaymion felt Aila die. That was the distraction Baelon needed, and he got it. That is not how Dragonlords are challenged.”

“He wouldn’t have had to challenge him at all if Rhaymion had just listened!”

Kassanda’s eyes narrowed briefly. “What are you talking about?”

“When Baelon discovered the Skaramangians and their part in the war, he told Rhaymion. Baelon wanted him to take action, to bring the full might of the Dragon Riders against the root of the war. But Rhaymion didn’t take him seriously. He was too concerned with what the king wanted of them. It was those orders that kept getting dragons and Riders killed. Baelon did what he had to do for the sake of the order, if not the entire realm.”

“Even if that’s true, there were better paths to take—paths that didn’t require him to take the lives of immortals.”

“You’re right, and maybe if we’d been there we would have done something to stop him. But I wasn’t even alive, and you weren’t even there. Kassanda, I can’t ignore the benefits of his training—his wisdom—because he got his hands bloody doing the right thing.”

Kassanda’s shoulders sagged, her expression softening into defeat. “You can’t be serious, Joran. You would let him live—let him rule—because his goals are noble? With no care for how he achieves those goals?”

“You don’t understand⁠—”

“I’ve known him for centuries! It’s you—boy—who does not understand. Baelon Vos would wipe out all life in Andara if he thought it would keep the peace. Not to mention our own people. When the time comes, he won’t hesitate to kill the king. You might not like the man, but he’s your father. Could you stand by and watch him murder your kin? Or annihilate your mother’s people—your people?”

“Wait,” came a strained voice from beneath Garganafan’s looming head. “This runt is the king’s son?” Slait’s confusion turned to disgust before amusement took over. “You’re the prince of Erador!” He began laughing as much as the dragon’s grip would allow. “Killing you now is going to be so much…” The zealot, still bleeding from his ruined right eye, finally lost his breath as Garganafan squeezed him into unconsciousness.

“Did you ever think that having me by his side might sway him otherwise?” Joran countered, ignoring Slait’s interruption. “Maybe Baelon was always destined to steer the world, but not until I could stand with him. My influence could be⁠—”

“Your influence?” Kassanda balked. “Tell me, how does a seventeen-year-old boy influence a nine-hundred-year-old warrior to do anything differently? You’re deluding yourself, Joran. He’s deluding you. This is what he does. He’s been doing it since before any of us were born, since before he was even a Dragon Rider. He moulds and he shapes until you’re the weapon he desires. Then he wields you.”

Joran was shaking his head. “He’s made me… better, stronger. I’m a⁠—”

“Of course he has! Every warrior sharpens their blade. But that’s all you’ll ever be to him. He will use your destiny against you.”

Baelon’s words came back to Joran then. “There are forces beyond us at work and they will try to convince you of a better path.”

Kassanda Grey was such a force. She disagreed with the direction Baelon was taking the order in, and, just as she claimed the Dragonlord would, she sought to mould and shape him into something that would help her take it back.

“Even if you’re right about him,” Joran said, “I see no difference between the two of you.”

“Joran—”

“No,” he snapped, cutting her off. “You would both use me to rebuild the order according to your vision. That doesn’t leave me and Morgwyn with much of a choice. A time of dragons is a future that sits on our shoulders. Not yours. Not Baelon’s. There is no bigger picture than that. And maybe I can’t see all the ways in which we will get there, but I know that peace is at the end. So we don’t have the luxury of contemplating the finer points of why you and Baelon would do things differently. What we’re fighting for warrants sacrifice.”

“Not on the scale Baelon will commit. No future is worth spilling so much blood.”

“I won’t let it come to that,” Joran replied firmly.

“He won’t give you a choice.”

“That’s why I have to stay with them. I have to keep training. I have to be better than all of them, including Baelon.”

“When I am done with you,” the Dragonlord had vowed, “there will be no greater legend than yours.”

“The realm has need of me,” Joran continued. “Ten thousand Andarens died seeing as much. The quickest path is through Baelon. I’m sorry, Kassanda.”

Without another word—without looking back at her—Joran climbed astride Oaken and turned him back towards camp.

He had made his choice.
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The sun was peering over the horizon by the time the Aegre was landing in the camp, though there remained little to actually identify it as a campsite. The dead Merdians had been left where they fell, their bronze skin and silvyr armour gleaming in the dawn light. Every tent had been flattened and torn to shreds, along with Garek’s forge.

Parthagon rested on the southern edge of the clearing, his silver scales steaming where Garganafan’s ice breath was beginning to melt. Claws, teeth, and horns had wounded him elsewhere, raking him with bloody lines. His right eye was entirely concealed by swollen flesh and fresh blood continued to ooze from an injury inside his mouth.

Still, the wounded dragon had strength enough to rise and even snarl as Oaken touched down among them. Joran continuously bade the agitated Aegre to remain calm.

Baelon was striding towards him.

Joran climbed down, sure to keep one hand on Oaken’s strap even as he stood waiting for the Dragonlord to reach him.

Baelon’s face was streaked with ash and blood. Some of it was his own, the cuts visible if not actively bleeding. His rightful sword was on his hip again, reclaimed after Joran had dropped it. It made Dawnbreaker’s absence all the more obvious.

Despite his stony expression, there was notable rage warring behind the Dragonlord’s eyes. He had lost the greatest of prizes, though, a quick headcount revealed that he hadn’t lost any Riders to the attack. Maybe it was Kassanda getting into his head, but Joran couldn’t help wondering if Baelon would have happily sacrificed one or more of them if it meant keeping Dawnbreaker.

“You have made a wise choice,” Baelon decreed, placing one heavy hand on Joran’s shoulder. “Your company, however, is most questionable.”

His words sent a ripple throughout the gathered Riders. They were readying themselves to slay the Aegre.

“Oaken is an ally,” Joran declared, glancing at them all before focusing on the Dragonlord. “He is a friend.”

The Dragonlord did not look convinced. “Your friend can stay… for now. Should he rouse the dragons in any way, I cannot be held responsible for their actions.”

Baelon walked away only to ascend one of the crates that had been blasted out of the campsite. He beheld the Riders for a short time while Joran remained somewhat dazed beside Oaken. More than anything, he desired Morgwyn’s presence, so they might talk through the night’s events.

Upon the crate, The Dragonlord looked every bit the warrior, as well as the leader. He exuded authority and control at all times, despite the anger that battled for control inside him.

“Kassanda and Garganafan prove, yet again, that rogue dragons and Riders cannot be tolerated,” he called out. “Their interference tipped the scales and, as a result, we have lost a great weapon of power. Dawnbreaker would have made our task that much easier to achieve, yes, but the steel in our blood and the grit in our bones is yet enough to change this world. And change it we will,” he promised, looking briefly at Joran.

“Joran has chosen the path of the Dragon Rider,” he went on, and with pride in his voice. “That means a time of dragons will come again under our stewardship. That golden age now lies within our reach. I would not have us bide our time any longer.”

Garek unfolded his mighty arms, a look of optimism, if not ambition, about him. “Is it time, my Lord?”

Baelon regarded the man before addressing them all again. “I have spoken with Vander and Herragax. The army they have been fostering is finally ready—their skill and loyalty are ours. Upon the return of our dragons, we take to the skies as one!”

All but Joran cheered, their blades thrusted into the air.

“Upon their return,” Baelon continued, riding the triumphant wave, “we will, at last, take the next step to ensuring our rule over Verda, and the everlasting peace that shall come with it!” The cheer came again, tenfold. “Prepare yourselves, Riders, for the last war is about to begin!”

Baelon jumped down from the crate and patted a few of the Riders as they passed him by.

Joran caught up with him. “Master?” His call turned the Dragonlord around. “Where are we going?”

The smile that greeted the young Rider was brimming with anticipation. “To victory, Joran. We fly to victory.”
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THE AMON-AGIN


17 Years Ago…

The miles that grew between him and Ilithranda only strained Daijen’s heart further. He thought of her day and night, of the extraordinary baby taking shape inside her. He felt keenly her sense of vulnerability, not something idly experienced by a Vahlken. She had sought his protection if not his mere closeness.

And she would still have it, Daijen vowed to himself. He would be there when she needed him most. It had been a little over two weeks since Valyra had taken to the skies above Harendun, leaving them with around five weeks to return. Rather than resupplying in the city of Tal Seth, as they had only days ago, Daijen had already decided that they would fly back directly to Harendun, stopping only to rest.

He would make it…

Valyra squawked, her plated beak catching the sun, before she closed in her wings and tilted her head down. Daijen gripped the hands of his saddle a little tighter and flattened himself to his companion’s back. Together, they plummeted through thick winter clouds to pierce the dull realm beneath.

The Aegre skirted the tip of the mountain below, plunging along its steep slopes at such speed and proximity she whipped up a frenzy of snow in her wake. Here and there, Valyra shifted her weight with undeniable grace, allowing her to navigate the larger protrusions of rock and plateaus of snow.

Left and right of them, The Eros Mountains stretched out in an attempt to dominate the land north and south. Daijen knew they would find themselves upon the crystalline slopes of Mount Athan were they to turn right and fly north for another week. The Vahlken, however, had no intention of going anywhere near that mountain or the city at its base.

Instead, he guided Valyra ever downwards until his sharp eyes spotted The Ogin Road. An immensely long road, it connected the bustling harbour town of Thrasus in the north to Taranathen in the south, a city with a harbour all of its own, and so vast it could swallow up all of Thrasus. As with Mount Athan and Aran’saur at its base, the Vahlken would not make the choice to journey to Taranathen, where he had grown up.

That city was full of memory for him. Not him, Daijen corrected. He had been reborn in the pits of Handuin. All that had come before had not emerged with him, though his pride had clung to him like a parasite. The consequences of holding to his old life would haunt him to his last days, a constant reminder that he was someone else now. He had no place in Taranathen.

That didn’t stop him from wondering if his uncle was still alive. He had been on the cusp of five hundred years old when Daijen had left for The Saible. If he yet lived, he would be deep into his twilight years. Was he still fishing? Had he ever found love again, his wife having died before Daijen was born? While those questions got under his skin, the Vahlken had the discipline to ignore them now.

Valyra heeded his direction and spread her wings to glide over the world, her flight path keeping them perfectly in line with the road below. Daijen had some idea of where to begin their search, his childhood memories informing him of the haunted ruins rumoured in the north. He recalled some of the other children boasting that they had gone so far as to touch the ancient stone. All lies, of course. If The Ironbark was where the old ruins were said to be, they were too far away for any child from Taranathen to reach.

Daijen guided Valyra east, veering off The Ogin Road and into the depths of the curving mountains. Combining the tales from his youth with the image on the vault floor, he was able to narrow down the search area significantly, his mind conjuring the map of the area with crystalline clarity. Still, those mountains were sprawling, the rock having encroached from its slumber in the earth until the land was full of shadowed corries, razor-sharp arêtes, and sheets of blanketing scree.

Valyra investigated them all, sweeping over the mountain side, in advance of the setting sun. West of the Eros rock, the snow beamed a brilliant white in those golden hours. And so they dived into the shadows at its base, always searching for the work of hands in place of nature.

It was in those dying shards of light that they finally discovered the hewn stone of ancient times.

The Ironbark.

It rose out of the mountain like a scar, etched deep into the stone—ancient, weathered, and grim. The fortress seemed half-swallowed by the cliffs that cradled it, with jagged walls echoing the crags around it so perfectly they nearly vanished into the grey. From a distance, it looked like the mountain itself had grown teeth.

The outer ring of walls, once proud and high, lay shattered. Stone blocks the size of wagons were strewn like bones across the slope, the courtyard beyond them a hollow wound filled with silence. The great archway gaped open, stripped of its gates, its purpose long forgotten. Nothing moved within.

Valyra swept down, her wings folding as she landed just outside the ruin. Her talons struck the rock with a sharp, echoing clatter.

Daijen shifted in the saddle, rising slowly as his eyes traced the ruin. It felt like a place the world had left behind—a monument to a war no one remembered, in a place no one dared reclaim. The cold here was different. Older. He scanned the narrow windows carved into the iron-dark face of the keep. They stared back, empty and unblinking.

Not a light. Not a sound. Just the wind, threading through stone and shadow like a breath held too long.

Daijen’s hope was dwindling and then finally dashed when he failed to locate even a single track to suggest that The Ironbark was inhabited. He jumped down from his saddle with a knot forming in his gut. Had he wasted decades of work? What dent might he have put into the war had he pursued a different path?

With a sigh, he bade Valyra follow him through the remnants of the arch and into the courtyard. He was startled upon setting foot inside to discover the looming presence of Ahnir already waiting for him. As ever, the Golem watched him without eyes, its ethereal black robes caught in a breeze that wasn’t really there.

The Ironbark was far older than Ahnir or any of his brothers. Their maker had walked the virtuous path when the fortress was still in use, before he fell to the corruption of his own power.

“This place belonged to your master’s predecessor,” he called out, his words having no effect on the Golem, though Valyra cocked her head in curiosity, unaware that her companion was speaking to a spectre of his mind. “Even the all-powerful Dark One had to learn from someone,” he went on, his icy blue eyes now scouring the ground for any signs of life.

Seeing none, he looked up to find that Ahnir had vanished, as it would. It did not surprise him. The Golem had no place in the echoes of Barad-Agin, the creature having found life long after The First Wizard was defeated. Daijen turned his attention back to The Ironbark, his eyes lingering over the metal work about halfway down the tower front. Though partially concealed by snow, there was no mistaking it for what it was.

The spider sigil of Barad-Agin.

With a shocking bang, the main doors to The Ironbark were flung open. Daijen looked up in time to see the unnatural gust of wind that blew out from the dark halls, disturbing the snow and loose stones. The phenomenon stopped just short of the Vahlken, though the light breeze left in its wake was enough to lift his fur cloak.

Valyra’s head was low now, her front talons digging into the earth. She was ready for a fight, her back legs prepared to launch her at whatever The Ironbark spat forth. What followed, however, could not be fought. The noise grew, cascading until the whispers found Daijen’s pointed ears. There wasn’t a single distinguishable word, but it was certainly no trick of the inexplicable wind.

“Easy,” Daijen bade, daring to place a hand against Valyra’s head while she poised to rip and tear anything that moved.

A low growl rumbled from deep in her chest—she was not convinced. She also wouldn’t fit inside.

“You’re going to have to watch my back,” he said, stepping closer to the Aegre.

He glanced at his saddle, seeing the slaiken blade strapped amongst his supply bags. Like Valyra, the weapon was too big to take inside The Ironbark, though he was sure to collect his coiled shogue and attach two vials of axium to his belt.

“I will return,” he told the Aegre, his feet crunching through the snow as he made for the keep.

The Ironbark’s entrance was that of a cold gullet, as if it were the open throat of some dead fiend. It welcomed Daijen Saeth, the Vahlken slipping into the darkness he had sought for so many years. It was not to last. The torches adorning the walls came to life of their own volition, the flames bringing light to a dank and wretched place.

It was not a sense the Vahlken could boast of, but Daijen was sure he felt the corruptive and vile energies of the dark worship that held to the very stone. This was a place where evil was revered—a place where it was fed.

And it was not abandoned.

From passages he could not see, Daijen heard rapid footsteps. They came and went, much like the whispers that continued to haunt the fortress. Every new passage he discovered, even if he chose a different direction, its walls were still illuminated by torches that sprang to life. He was quickly beginning to feel like a rat in a maze.

Deeper and deeper he explored, pausing regularly to investigate the numerous chambers he passed. Most were empty, devoured by cobwebs and debris. Some, however, revealed signs of life. Crates and barrels had been stacked in corners and along walls, their wood too new to have been left for untold years. In one unusual chamber, he discovered an enormous pile of clothing, every item having been thrown in haphazardly atop the other.

Some were stained with blood.

Moving on, the Vahlken followed the winding halls, his presence revealed with every new torch. He was not to be met unarmed, his right hand firmly gripped about the hilt of his atori short-sword. Coated in the bronze silk of the Weavers, it would make light work of any attacker in the confined space.

Long after dark, the Vahlken came to a stop at a junction that branched in two different directions. The smell had changed. For hours, perhaps, he had inhaled the stale scent of damp stone and general rot, but the distinct odour of sweat found his nose at that junction. He advanced down the passage to his right and up the spiralling staircase to a new floor. There was a notable lack of cobwebs now, a sign of frequent use by people.

Something ran behind him.

Daijen pivoted at speed, his short-sword raised so the flat of the blade was beside his face. There was nothing to see until he realised one of the closed doors he had ignored was open, its hinges creaking.

Slowly, the Vahlken retreaded his steps and approached the open door. It wasn’t a room but another passage, the walls already alight with blazing torches. Daijen followed them until he arrived at a set of double doors—both open. A thick and near-impenetrable darkness shrouded what appeared to be a cavern, its walls rough where the natural rock had been left. Stretching throughout, connecting every surface like fibrous tendons, were strands of spider webs.

As he had detected the presence of evil upon entering the fortress, he now detected the presence of eyes on him. Someone was watching him from deep inside those impervious shadows.

Something...

“Show yourself!” he commanded.

In three different places, the shadows gave birth. They rose from the ground, like a dark flower unfurling in the sun. Daijen’s keen eyes soon made sense of them, of the three Andarens shrouded in tattered black robes. It was only by their eyes and pointed ears that he had identified them as kin, for their scalps were bald and every inch of their skin had been painted pitch black. Equally black were the shotels—the acutely rounded blades—they held in each painted hand.

“You are the Amon-Agin?” Daijen questioned, his atori short-sword flipped into a reverse grip.

The three cultists attacked as one, closing the gap with a synchronised leap. The Vahlken side-stepped and twisted his hips to bring his back-handed swipe around. He heard his blade collide with one of theirs before pivoting on his heel to face them again. If any of them blinked, they would have missed the moment Daijen freed his scimitar.

“I came to talk,” he insisted, before an eager smile cut his lips. “But I’ll happily talk to just one of you.”

Powerful legs propelled the Vahlken into the middle of the trio, where he could wield both of his weapons as if he were a storm of steel and wrath. Damned if they weren’t light on their feet though. The central cultist would have been split in two had he not the agility to flip backwards, out of harm’s way.

Coming at him from either side, the other two lashed out with their dark blades. They were so much harder to track without the familiar flash of bright steel. As such, one of the shotels whipped low and sliced a line across Daijen’s right leg, biting through the skin beneath his tooled leathers. He had received worse on a daily basis during his years in Ka’vairn and was not to be slowed.

That same cultist received a boot to his chest, put there by a kick strong enough to launch him through a tangle of webbing until he vanished in the darkness. Daijen didn’t miss the rapid scuttling noise that dashed across the hidden part of the chamber, nor the sharp squelch that sounded from where the cultist had likely landed.

There was something besides the cultists in there with them.

There was no time to dwell on it before the other Heir of Agin was upon him. Their swords flitted between them, ringing in that old tune of battle. Only seconds later and the cultist who had flipped beyond his reach had returned to the skirmish, pitting him against four blades.

Daijen shifted his shoulders and tilted his head simultaneously, allowing him to evade two incoming blades at once. His atori short-sword flicked up, batting them away, before his scimitar arced round, the steel whistling through the air. Again, the one to have displayed a measure of superior agility was able to twist his body into a shape that saw him survive the swiping attack, but the same could not be said of his brother cultist.

The resistance was minimal thanks to Daijen’s mutations, his scimitar passing clean through the bald Andaren’s waist. While not enough to have cut him in half, it was enough to end his life, leaving him to collapse in a growing pool of dark blood.

That left only one.

“I would have words before more blood is spilled,” Daijen began. “I have not come here as your enemy, but the enemy of your enemy.”

He might as well have spoken the dwarven tongue for all it mattered to the surviving Amon-Agin. His black swords came again and again, pressing Daijen further into the rocky chamber, through the cobwebs. The Vahlken deflected or evaded every swipe, determined to share words with the zealot.

Muscle memory, however, was a very hard thing to fight.

After avoiding a dozen blows, Daijen shifted forwards and to the side, narrowly missing the next attack while also stepping into his opponent’s swing. A well-timed thrust of his atori short-sword ran the cultist through, the blade not stopping until the hilt met his chest.

The Vahlken sighed. He withdrew his weapon, and the cultist dropped at his feet.

“Black Abyss,” he cursed.

Then the corpse was dragged away at speed, taken into the shadows by the same scuttling noise he had heard earlier. Listening to his instincts, Daijen dived towards the doors through which he had entered and came up spinning on one knee to have him face the new threat. The dark cavern stared back at him without a sound.

Then came a whisper from all around, as if the cavern itself possessed a voice.

“Ivasaar…”

Daijen’s brow twitched in recognition. He had heard that word only once, from the lips of the Skaramangian archivist, Elik.

“The witchlings,” the archivist had translated. “Emissaries of the Amon-Agin. Even you would fall prey to them, Vahlken. They are not easily killed.”

Crouched in his battle stance, Daijen’s hands gripped his scimitar and short-sword all the tighter. He knew without seeing that he faced a creature of darkness, something only Barad-Agin could have dreamed up.

Leg by leg, it emerged from the black fog of shadow. All eight of them.

Each leg was pointed and razored from tip to joint until Daijen looked upon the abomination itself. Though there was little left of the human torso and head, it was still identifiable as having been a female before being twisted by abhorrent magic. The spider-like body that had grown from the woman’s abdomen was the size of a person again, if bloated and tapered to a sharp end.

With four black and bulbous eyes, the Ivasaar fixed its prey in a hellish gaze. It was the large fangs that caught Daijen’s attention more than anything, each the size of a fist and both protruding from its human jaw. They clacked together as the witchling slowly closed the gap.

Drifting out by its sides, making it look even larger than it already was, were four grotesque arms. The magic that had beset them had failed to determine whether they were human or spider, rending the skin into something between the two and ending the overly-long fingers in fine claws.

Daijen adjusted his stance, deciding a more frenetic approach would be in order. “I get the feeling you’re not much of a talker…”

The Ivasaar’s fangs clacked excitedly, the only warning that it was to attack.

“Me neither,” Daijen quipped, breaking into a charge.

Those front razored legs came at him first, preventing him from making any kind of attack of his own. They speared the air, forcing the Vahlken one way then the next. Evading a third leg was considerably harder, leaving Daijen with no choice but to leave the ground in a spinning horizontal flip. While he avoided the sharp limb, he had come dangerously close to a pair of the Ivasaar’s hands. They snatched at him as his feet touched down and flung him across the chamber.

His back took the brunt of the impact, but his head took a knock when he skidded across the stone and slammed into one of the corpses. Still, there was no time to take stock of any injuries—the beast was coming for him. Carried on eight legs, it was upon him in a heartbeat, its razored limbs jabbing at the ground to skewer him. He rolled left and right, lashing out with his blades wherever he could, until the Ivasaar reached down and grabbed him with all four of its long hands.

The beastly creature hissed at him, its fangs wide to display a round mouth of fine hairs and small translucent teeth. One bite and it would begin to drain him of his every fluid. The Ivasaar, however, was unaccustomed to Vahlken strength as much as it was unaccustomed to a Vahlken’s lack of fear. Daijen tucked up his knees and threw out both of his feet with all the power he could muster while contained in its vice-like grip.

The two were separated instantly as Daijen broke free of its hands and flipped feet over head, the Ivasaar was launched backwards. Its spider-like body tumbled over its many limbs and bulbous lower body before pincered legs scraped across stone, bringing it to a stop on the edge of the darkness.

Daijen ran each blade over the other, filling the chamber with the threatening ring of steel—he intended to chop the Ivasaar into pieces.

It came for him again, closing the gap with terrifying speed and the look of insatiable hunger. The Vahlken had the measure of it now, aware that the creature put stock in the reach of its long front legs. They had to go first.

Between its four eyes, it had a better chance than the ordinary person at capturing Daijen’s movements, but even that wasn’t enough to stop the Vahlken from executing his countermove. As the left leg shot in, aimed at his chest, Daijen pivoted on the spot, his shoulders twisting to take his torso out of harm’s way. At the same time, his left wrist rolled just the once, bringing his scimitar up and round. Finally, his opponent’s leg fully extended before him, the Vahlken steadied himself with planted feet and brought his scimitar down.

The Ivasaar hissed in pain, its legs severed just above the joint. Its pain was not to end there.

Daijen turned again, flowing perfectly into a second attack. This time, his atori short-sword flicked up and sliced neatly through the Ivasaar’s right front leg. Its hiss morphed into a screech while the remaining legs began to retreat.

That was a mistake.

For a moment, Daijen had been vulnerable, his back presented to the fiend. It should have stooped and picked him up in those four elongated arms. But this was a predator unfamiliar with a prey that bit back. Had it even felt pain before? Had any even fought back rather than suffer paralysing fear?

Either way, giving a Vahlken an inch was always a mistake—they were trained to take the mile, never stopping until their enemy was vanquished. As such, Daijen threw his atori blade at the retreating Ivasaar, sending the weapon into the beast’s gut, where the human body blended into the spider’s. The creature recoiled and shrieked again, two of its many hands already gripping the hilt protruding from its flesh.

By the time it pulled the short-sword free and looked up again, Daijen Saeth was already mid-air, his scimitar held high and cocked back in one hand.

“Take the head,” Kastiek had always instructed him. “There are ways to fight through pain, to stave off death for a time. Take the head.”

And so he did.

The scimitar plunged straight through the Ivasaar’s skull until the force of his arm knocked the creature down. It dropped his atori short-sword, the blade clattering across the stone. Daijen withdrew his weapon from the fiend’s head, the steel coated in dark blood. All was quiet.

And yet…

That sixth sense, honed by years of following the warrior’s path, informed Daijen that he was still being watched by unseen eyes. He glanced at his atori blade, trying to decide how quickly he could retrieve it.

Then the chamber filled with noise. The clacking of large fangs. The hissing of hungry beasts. The tapping of sharp legs on stone.

The Vahlken dashed to scoop up his short-sword, but another spider-like leg shot out of the darkness and came between him and the weapon. Daijen fell into retreat, towards the doors, when the Ivasaar entered the light. Then another. And another. A fourth creature of twisted magic hissed from above, directing Daijen’s attention to the wall on his left.

The most logical strategy was to abandon the atori blade and move with all haste to the passage beyond the doors. The confined space would force them to pursue him one after the other and, even then, their bulk would struggle to navigate the passage. It could prove the advantage he needed to survive—if only the doors weren’t so far away. Given their speed and strength, the Ivasaar braced against the wall could leap to block his path long before he reached the doors.

But what choice did he have?

Daijen broke into a dead run, hardly losing any time as he turned around. His feet, however, came to an abrupt stop. There was a woman standing in the doorway, her slender body draped in black cloth. Her face was concealed behind a dark veil that hung from a tall headpiece that rose into a flat top.

So still, so poised, it was as if Death herself had come to collect him.


40
QUEEN BEFORE MOTHER


The sound of Androma’s voice had become a drone to Cob’s ears, the Rider telling the Kedradi queen the same tale he had imparted on their return from The Grimdel. Androma, of course, had numerous details from her own perspective, from the many more years she had spent fighting the Skaramangians and searching for Joran.

Somewhere in the middle of her accounting, the ranger had drifted over to one of the tall, glassless windows that looked out on the upper tiers of the city. There, his attention had wandered out beyond The Red Palace, to the streets below, where an unruly mob had gathered at the gates.

At such a distance, they were little more than a single noise, though it was certainly one of protest. It was because of him. The Kedradi couldn’t stand his presence. He was like an infection in the blood to them, a disease biding its time before it struck.

It burdened him with doubt.

In the shadow of the overbearing plateau above, the ranger stood as if in a daze then, thinking back on every choice he had ever made that had led him back to his people. He cursed the spymaster as much as he did the Skaramangians and The Dark One and even the All-Fate. The entire world had conspired to put him in that chamber, where he was most dangerous to his family.

He wanted to abandon it all. He was one man after all. What real difference could he make? To date, he had made none at all. Whatever world The Dark One made of it, the ranger told himself he could survive it. And wouldn’t the Kedradi have a better chance without him fighting by their side, an unnerving presence at best and a murderous madman at worse?

Yes… he should leave. Better for everyone.

The piercing cry of a baby cut through his spiralling reverie, turning him from the protestors. One of Hurelia’s hand maidens was bringing little Aurelian to his mother, who promptly positioned her son so he could feed from her royal breast.

Was it duty? Obligation? Responsibility? Love even? What was it that cast away those self-destructive thoughts when he looked upon that boy? He barely knew Aurelian, the babe so young that he didn’t even share similarities with his mother yet. Empathy perhaps? Cob knew what life awaited his nephew, a life he wouldn’t wish upon anyone.

Thoughts of Cassius inevitably rose to the surface. The ranger had long blamed himself for his brother’s death, and he wasn’t blind to the fact that Aurelian presented him with a second chance to save the life of his kin. It was certainly mixed in there, but he didn’t feel it was the root cause of the conviction he felt being around Aurelian.

His sister then. Cob loved Hurelia dearly and didn’t want her to suffer as their mother had watching him and Cassius from afar. He would stay and fight to his last breath for her, for her family, for that which had been robbed of him.

He would fight so Aurelian didn’t have to be him.

Was that it? Self-loathing. Self-pity even. Cob didn’t want anyone forced to walk his path. He should be the last to suffer the wretched curse of House Thayne.

Life, he knew, was rarely so simple. His compulsion to stay and fight was likely a combination of all those things, of thoughts and emotions beyond his control. The ranger felt what he felt, and there was nothing he could do about it. He would spill the blood of his enemy or die trying. Perhaps either would save Aurelian.

“Valarius…”

Hurelia’s voice suggested that wasn’t the first time she had attempted to get his attention. The queen was looking at him from her throne, Aurelian resting against her, while Androma stood quietly to one side with the wizard’s staff held closely in two hands. Clearly their conversation had come to an end, and with all eyes falling on the ranger.

“They’re protesting,” he said, gesturing behind him.

“Come away from the window,” his sister bade.

Cob stepped before the throne under Thedonus’s watchful gaze. His brother-in-law didn’t trust him. Smart man.

The queen waited until Androma had found her place by Cob’s side. “What I have heard from you both sounds… unbelievable, like one of the fables mother used to read to me as a child. My head would deem it so, but my heart would will it to be true. For the sake of my son, I hope you are right, and that the Great Shadow has finally returned in our time, if only so we can defeat him and break the curse.” Hurelia paused and shared a look with her husband, the only other person in the throne room.

“Thedonus and I would aid you both in any way we could—and we will. As for Galahart’s request, the Kedradi have been prepared for war since the fall of Kanofell, but our preparations have not been for the aid of Erador but to repel Erador. My people will not fight for the survival of our greatest threat.”

“Erador has never attacked New Nithrael,” Androma insisted. “Nor any of your settlements in Qalanqath.”

“Our memory is long, Androma. Every Kedradi feels the loss of Kanofell in their heart. And the curse that plagues my family is a daily reminder of the last time our two peoples crossed paths.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t be two peoples,” Androma replied, her voice brimming with frustration.

“Androma,” Cob intoned, but the old Rider wasn’t listening.

“We are two cultures, yes,” she continued in earnest, “but we are of one land, and that land is under threat.”

Thedonus straightened and matched her tone. “We are only of one land because our island was torched, and we were forbidden to return.”

“My land is not under threat,” Hurelia corrected from her place on the throne. “Qalanqath is no place to march an army. Nor are the mountains of The Gold Rise easily navigated—the desert would swallow them whole before they found us.” Her eyes landed on Cob. “Only those who know how to find New Nithrael can find New Nithrael.”

“So you see,” Thedonus remarked, “the real threat to us are those who can lead foreigners back to our lands.”

Cob felt every word like a sharp prick to his skin. “You believe I would lead the enemy back here?”

“You already have,” Thedonus pointed out, looking at Androma.

“I am not your enemy,” the old Rider stated firmly, before the ranger stepped forwards, his wrath narrowing to Thedonus alone.

“I would never sell out my people,” he seethed, “my family.”

“My family,” Thedonus replied bluntly, mimicking Cob’s threatening step.

“I will not be taken in as my ancestors were,” Cob vowed. “When I see The Dark One, I’m going to kill him.”

“But maybe you won’t,” Thedonus countered. “Maybe you can’t. What if the Great Shadow defeats you? What if he forces you to reveal our location, our weaknesses?”

“I will die before then!” the ranger snapped.

“Now you’re making sense,” the king-consort asserted. “Perhaps I should throw you from that window and secure the Kedradi’s future right now.”

Cob advanced again, putting the men within swinging distance of each other. “I’d like to see you try.”

“Enough.” Hurelia’s tone was even, if corded with iron. “Not everything need be decided with blood.”

Androma said, “With all due respect, Queen Hurelia, that’s the only way this war will end.”

“Perhaps,” the queen conceded, “but it won’t be with the blood of my people. They have already bled at the behest of Erador.”

“The enemy won’t give them a choice,” the old Rider assured grimly.

“You hear that?” Hurelia asked, looking to the window, where the sounds of protestors floated up to greet them. “That unrest is the result of one man. Imagine their response when they learn we are to be at Erador’s beck and call.”

“It wouldn’t be like that⁠—”

“It would be exactly like that,” the queen interjected. “If I sign that treaty, King Edris will have us moving our forces to bolster his own from north to south. The Kedradi will be no more than an extension of his will, a weapon—nay a shield—to keep the enemy from his gates. I will not put my people on his front line. So the answer is no,” she said, compounding her response, “the Kedradi will not prepare for Erador’s war.”

An air of defeat settled over the throne room. They had wasted their time, time they could have spent hunting Skara down in Harendun. Cob lost some of the fight he had summoned to challenge Thedonus, backing off until he was shoulder to shoulder with Androma again.

“Regardless,” Hurelia continued, “we will still aid you in your fight against the Great Shadow. The House of Thayne has a personal interest at stake, and while I cannot allow my people to bleed for that, this family will.”

Cob scrutinised his sister, but he didn’t know her nearly well enough to read her. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying you will not face the enemy alone. Thedonus will accompany you.”

The ranger’s jaw firmed up, though he was sure to keep his eyes on the queen. “That won’t be necessary.”

“Aurelian’s future rests in your hands, Valarius. Yours alone. I would lend more resources to secure my son’s future. Thedonus will increase your chances of success.”

“That might come at the cost of his life. I don’t want to see my nieces and nephew robbed of a father, nor my sister of a husband.”

“It’s my life to give,” Thedonus voiced proudly, “not yours. And I would give my life to see that curse broken, to see the lives of every son of House Thayne have the chance to flourish.”

“You might not live to see it,” Cob warned again. “Our enemy is powerful. He knows magic we haven’t even heard of.”

“More reason for Thedonus to accompany you,” Hurelia declared. “We will also provide you with supplies and fresh horses.”

Androma cleared her throat. “We already had supplies and fresh horses. We wasted them coming here…”

Cob watched the old Rider turn and make for the doors, his stomach lurching to see her breaking with royal protocol, but it was the queen who responded first.

“I did not dismiss you,” Hurelia said abrasively, halting Androma in her tracks. “You do not turn your back on me, and you do not leave until you are told to leave—this is not Valgala, and you are not afforded the liberties of a Dragon Rider.”

Androma turned around, if passively. “Apologies, good queen,” she replied, her tone mockingly jovial. “Was there more to discuss?”

Hurelia held the room for a moment, as she was wont to do as the sovereign. “Not at this time.”

“Then I beg your leave, your Grace.”

“You have it.”

Cob waited for Androma to depart before meeting his sister’s gaze once more. “She’s already lost so much to get this far.”

“I’d say she’s lost everything already,” Hurelia commented. “My concern lies with those who still stand to lose everything.”

Her words naturally drew Cob’s attention to Aurelian, if not the queen herself. The ranger could only hope that he would be the one to lose it all, so that they didn’t have to.


41
A ROTTEN LIE


Entire forests had been born since Skara had last laid eyes on a fleet of war ships. The same could not be said of Gallien, who had seen the king’s navy while in service to the throne. It was a jarring fact that caused friction inside Skara’s mind, the smuggler’s life attempting to overlap with reality, causing him to see both Vander’s fleet and the king’s from over twenty years ago at the same time. It was dizzying, forcing him to reach out and grip the side of the ship to steady himself.

A shadow swept across the ship, bringing Herragax that much closer for a moment. A sense of resolve came over The Dark One, empowering him to overcome the intrusive memories and dual images. He caught sight of the red dragon, gliding on currents above the fleet. Keeping her close was a necessity it seemed.

In control once more, Skara breathed in the sea air and braced himself against the bow of his ship. Sailing at the back of the fleet, he was afforded a view of them all as they made for Caster Hold, its vast port already coming into view on the eastern horizon.

Eager to receive their husbands and sons, men and women were already gathering to watch their arrival, and all of them expecting sails bearing the scaled sword of House Etragon. Skara imagined their disappointment, as well as their confusion, to see the sigil of the Dragon Riders instead.

That concern would soon turn to fear.

A delicious thought.

For too long the realms had been pacified by the war, their fears melting away as every day life found a way to continue. It had created a playground for the corrupt, the murderers, and thieves of the world. The Dark One would remind them what real fear felt like. It wasn’t born of war or greed—it couldn’t be found on a battlefield. True terror was born of evil. And so it was left to the evil things of the world to keep it in check, to keep balance and order.

Known by so many names, Skara was not afraid to be called evil, just as he wasn’t afraid to be hated and abhorred. If evil could not be corrupted, bound, or wrought, then he would endure the title, a perpetual force of nature that would weed out the beasts that clothe themselves as men.

That wasn’t his birthright—he wasn’t some hero prophesied to save the world. It was his responsibility.

The Dark One turned from the bow to discover Vander watching him from the middle of the deck. His golden hair remained knotted upon the crown of his head, so as not to be disturbed by the sea breeze. His gaze was more of a glare, a scowl even. The Rider had worn such an expression ever since Baelon had communed with him using Skara’s diviner—since he had been ordered to take The Dark One’s commands.

“You still have doubts, I see.”

Vander folded his arms and waited for Skara to approach him. “We’ve been building and amassing this fleet for near on twenty years. You would have us leave them all in Caster Hold,” he complained, gesturing at the ships ahead. “Whatever’s left of Erador’s army will soon return from the north, and when they do⁠—”

“When they do,” Skara interrupted, “they will arrive at Caster Hold with nowhere to put their ships.”

“That will only delay them,” Vander countered. “When they eventually offload, they will claim this fleet in the name of the king, and we will have lost our navy without a fight.”

“The delay you speak of is paramount,” Skara reassured, circling the Rider until he was at his back, where he could see the ships over Vander’s shoulder. “Fear not, we will take the fleet back and more—without a fight. In fact, our ranks will have swelled by then.”

Vander remained unconvinced.
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Being the last to dock, the violence and bloodshed was well under way by the time Skara stepped foot in Caster Hold. Vander’s men had slain the Etragon soldiers patrolling the harbour, and several innocents besides, and were spreading throughout the city like crazed ants pillaging for resources.

The Dark One stepped over the bodies and splashed through pools of blood, his hood returned to conceal his head. The central fort at the heart of Caster Hold was smoking, its ancient stone succumbing to dragon fire. Indeed, Herragax came to land atop it, her long neck unfurling until she was able to unleash a terrifying roar that shook the very air.

There was pain in her voice.

To the ears of any other—save Vander—it would have gone unnoticed, but Skara knew well the sound of a suffering dragon. Herragax’s right leg was deteriorating while his right arm grew stronger. It was a sickness in her.

It was an opportunity…

Through the chaos that ruled the streets, Vander could be seen striding down the main avenue. Here and there his sword flashed, and he cut down a rogue soldier or someone who merely who got in his way. Herragax’s pain was blinding him, a distraction that could not be ignored, only ever working to ignite his rage.

A portion of the fort crumbled beneath the dragon, allowing her to thunder down, through the outer wall like it wasn’t even there. Coming to stand before Vander, her presence was enough to empty the avenue entirely, including those who fought with the Dragon Rider sigil on their cuirasses.

There sat some tension between the two, her pain only part of it.

Skara reached out through his guileful bond with Herragax and probed the dragon’s feelings. As before, he could only receive impressions, never words. Even so, he could feel her disappointment towards Vander, the emotion haloed by contempt. Her blue eyes looked beyond the Rider to find Skara at the end of the avenue, observing them. Had she felt him piercing her subconscious?

Regardless, her feelings towards Vander made more sense now. For a dragon whose ambitions had no limits, having a Rider under Baelon’s thumb was one thing, but having a Rider who was then forced to take commands from an outsider was an insult she didn’t want to swallow. Vander, however, had rolled over like a good dog.

The Dark One came up behind the pair and drew back his hood so he might look up at Herragax. “You are afflicted,” he stated, his attention shifting to her discoloured leg.

“What would you know of it?” Vander demanded.

“You forget who you’re talking to. ’Twas I who brought dragons into this world.” Skara made a point to speak directly to Herragax then. “I know all there is when it comes to your kind. Had I succeeded the first time, you and your kin would already reign over this realm.”

Appearing somewhat uncomfortable, Vander reinserted himself into the conversation. “That’s if you are who you say you are. Possessing a weapon of power—even two—does not make you the real Skara Pendain.”

The Dark One beheld the Dragon Rider, his mind having wandered down a murderous path. It only made Skara hunger all the more for that moment when he no longer required the wretch’s help, or any other’s for that matter. On that day, there would be blood.

“We called it The Rot,” he lied, diverting the focus back to Herragax’s condition.

“The Rot? I’ve never heard of it. I’ve never even heard of a dragon getting sick.”

“It’s not a sickness,” Skara corrected, weaving his lie into something more elaborate. “It’s the physical manifestation of a maligned bond.”

It took an extra second for Vander to grasp what had just been said. Then a look of savagery flashed across his face, though the man maintained enough discipline—if not fear of disobeying Baelon—to hold himself back.

“What did you say?” he uttered through clenched teeth.

“The bond between dragon and Rider is not an absolute one. A shared element bonded you in the beginning, a spark created by a cord of courage the unborn dragon can relate to thanks to its mother’s memories. But that’s not to say you become one being. You remain individuals with your own identities, thoughts… ambitions.”

“Rider and dragon can disagree without maligning their bond,” Vander argued.

“Of course,” Skara agreed, balancing his response to position the Rider right where he wanted him. “Even distance couldn’t cause such a thing, and too much distance will sever your ability to communicate with each other—even feel each other. What I’m talking about goes beyond any disagreement or physical distance.”

“There’s nothing wrong with our bond,” Vander said firmly.

“I beg to differ,” The Dark One replied, sure to glance at Herragax’s leg one more time. “I saw The Rot claim a dragon’s tail once, long before Herragax’s parents were even hatchlings. It had to be amputated before it spread to any vital organs,” he added grimly.

The red dragon huffed, showering them in warm air. Skara could feel her alarm, as well as an undertone of anger that felt reserved for Vander alone.

The Rider’s jaw worked furiously. “What… What would cause a bond to… to rot?”

Blithering witless fool, Skara thought. What a waste of potential he was.

“It forms in older bonds of two centuries or more,” Skara specified, using the knowledge he had gleaned from the vambrace against them. “Everything is so exciting in those earlier years—so new. Dragon and Rider naturally see eye to eye on all matters. Two hundred years, however, is enough time for anyone, dragon or otherwise, to know who they are and what they want out of life. If your answers to those questions aren’t the same, well… there are consequences.”

Vander made to speak more than once and failed to utter a word on every occasion, his gaze drifting to the black that charred his dragon’s scales.

“This is preposterous,” he finally spat. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You don’t have to believe me. It’s right there, in front of your eyes, and it’s spreading day after day.”

Vander shared a moment, conversing, perhaps, with Herragax before he said, “No. No! This is nonsense! I would speak to Baelon about this.”

“If you must,” Skara replied, making to walk away, “but their camp will be on the move by now.”

The Rider looked suddenly quite lost, caught between a rock and a hard place, the latter being several tons of fuming dragon beside him. “How do you stop it?” he blurted. “Are you saying we have to… take the leg?”

The Dark One pretended to think it over, if only for a second. “Were it the left leg, that would be a viable option, but every dragon has a major artery running through that limb.” He looked up at Herragax. “You would die from blood loss in minutes.”

“Then what?” Vander cried before catching himself. He surveyed the area to make certain his outburst had gone unseen by his men.

“Mend the bond. Find a way back to who you were, when your connection was unshakable.”

If anything, that only made Vander look all the more lost. He just didn’t know where to begin. “How long might that take? Do we even have that long?”

Skara made a show of examining the affected leg, his expression dire. “It’s hard to say. When did it begin?”

“A few days before you arrived in Harendun,” Vander told him, too dim to even ponder a connection.

“Then it is spreading quickly. I might be able to slow it down,” he offered. “Take the pain away at least.”

“You can do that?” Vander’s tone had softened towards him immediately.

“I can try.”

With no protest from Herragax, The Dark One crouched beside her leg and used the shadows of his robes to conceal his red hand as he removed the glove. Hiding it with the sleeve of his other arm, he touched her blackened scales with his dragon hand. For the first time, the scales of each were physically connected.

The magic that bonded them intensified, allowing Skara to pull back on his end of the spell, if only temporarily. It reduced the portion of black scales on her leg while simultaneously reducing the red scales growing up his arm. He could feel her relief.

Sure to don his glove before rising, The Dark One stepped back so a wide-eyed Vander could look upon him.

“You did it,” he said, truly astounded. “You actually…” The Rider’s eyes blinked several times, steadily erasing the watery glaze. “Maybe you really are him after all.”

Skara grinned. “Maybe I am.”

“Can you do more?” Vander asked desperately, halting his departure again.

“I can only slow it down. The cure is in your hands.”

Skara walked away with a sly smile as sharp as any blade, confident of the next question.

“What if we can’t mend the bond? At least in time.”

The Dark One stopped and turned back with the answer he had been waiting to deliver. “If the bond cannot be fixed, it must be severed, or Herragax must choose another Rider with whom to form a bond. Either way, there is only one method to achieve such a thing—the Rider must die.”
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HISTORY OF VIOLENCE


The earth groaned beneath the march of countless dwarven boots, a low, grinding thunder that seemed to stir the bones of the world itself. As they came into the shadow of Drakanan, it was as though the mountain held its breath.

Yamnomora lifted her gaze, squinting through the curtain of swirling snow.

It was... impressive. Begrudgingly so.

Enclosed within a sweeping crescent of jagged stone, she stood surrounded by monoliths—statues hewn into the cliffs, worn by time but unmistakable. Some bore the proud visages of ancient Riders, others the snarling majesty of long-dead dragons. The detail was painstaking. The scale, monumental.

Not bad, she thought, arching a bushy brow. For humans.

Drakanan whispered of age, of blood soaked into stone and oaths buried too deep to unearth. There was something ancient here, older even than memory. It reminded her of Morthil’s deepest caverns—cold, brooding, and watchful.

Despite the invitation extended by Kassanda, Yamnomora felt no warmth in her welcome. The mountain loomed like a silent sentinel, and she, a trespasser in a place that remembered too much.

The sound of creaking doors and grating iron drew her attention back down to the ground, where a number of her kin were crowded around Drakanan’s entrance. Two large doors were unceremoniously opened wide, revealing the inky depths of a corridor so dark as to be the black maw of some behemoth.

It seemed the beast took a breath then, the wind howling as it rushed into the keep. None dared to step forwards.

“It’s jus’ rock an’ stone,” Yamnomora reassured them, her hands carving a path through the mob.

Only half believing her own words, the dwarf entered Drakanan with one hand slowly reaching for The Anther on her back. She snatched at the weapon when a pair of torches spontaneously burst to life on each side of the wall. The effect was soon mimicked by another pair of torches, the spell triggered all the way down the hall.

“Magic,” Yamnomora sighed. “All right, listen up!”

Looking back the way they had come, the horseshoe was filling up fast with dwarves. They seemed so many in a more confined space and without the trees of The Unadine to conceal them. Every one of them looked exhausted. Yamnomora could relate. Her muscles ached, her joints protested every movement, and her feet felt too big for her boots. She was proud of them all though, especially the little ones.

The trek from The Unadine had been a simple one, requiring them to traverse The Blooded Road—a path that kept them clear of any humans—but it had been an awfully long one. The northern weather hadn’t helped, hammering them every chance it got with snowstorms. The occasional protest had found its way to Yamnomora, questioning her ability to lead them as well as their intended destination. Those most loyal had always come to her aid, defending the Hammerhold.

The title had caught her off guard, and she would have argued against the point had Bhadamor not gone on to refer to all of them as the Hammerhold, a united clan.

Yamnomora spotted Bhadamor further back now, the burly dwarf seated atop the cart that housed the great skeleton. Prior to Morthil’s demise, he had been a stable hand on the Warhog farms, a fact that leant to his affinity with the animals who pulled the large cart. It also leant to his rather gruff nature and wild odour.

“There’s nothin’ to fear abou’ this place!” Yamnomora bellowed across the horseshoe. “It’s rock an’ stone as we’ve always known! It’s also empty an’ free o’ snow! Find somewhere ye can settle inside. Gelatrude will assign scouts to explore!” she added, pointing to a young dwarf only feet in front of her—another believer in the Hammerhold.

Funnelling so many dwarves through a single entryway required some time, and the event didn’t take place without injury. Yamnomora was needed to assign and direct those who would guard Drakanan’s perimeter, as well as those who could be trusted to oversee the distribution of rations once everyone was inside.

By late morning there were no more than a dozen left outside, along with the cart and Warhogs. Bludgeon was one of two Warhogs that led the trail of six attached to the cart. He had protested at first, preferring to be free where he could scavenge at will, but a rhythm had been found after the first day and night.

“Ye’ve done me proud, laddy,” Yamnomora praised, rubbing her knuckles into the Warhog’s head. “Ye see to ’im gettin’ fed, ye hear!” she called up to Bhadamor.

“Tendin’ to this lot’s easy enough,” the Redbraid replied, “but there’s no chance o’ me gettin’ this lug through them there doors!”

Yamnomora looked over the long cart before scrutinising the entrance. He wasn’t wrong. Scanning what she could through the snowfall, she discovered an arching cave—one of a few that dotted the interior wall at various altitudes—penetrating the base of the cliff.

“Put it in there!” she commanded.

Leaving Bhadamor to it, Yamnomora made one last sweep around the perimeter, beyond the horseshoe, to check on those she had assigned guarding duty. She reassured them all that they would soon be swapped out, each having their opportunity to rest and get warm.

Upon re-entering the embrace of Drakanan’s high and curving walls, Yamnomora noticed the Warhogs were no longer harnessed together or tethered to the cart but were, instead, milling around outside the cave unsupervised. Fighting every urge to just go inside and get off her feet, the dwarf decided to see if Bhadamor needed any help.

“What’s takin’ ye so long, lad?” she called, pausing to usher Bludgeon and the rest towards Drakanan’s entrance. “Bhadamor?”

The wind whistled and swirled inside the cave, yanking at Yamnomora’s cloak and red hair. Her growing concern was short and sharp, her fears realised when she laid eyes on all three of the guild lords. Their ardent followers—soldiers who still believed that bowing to the greedy lords was somehow patriotic—had Bhadamor up against the cave wall and a dagger at his throat.

“Get yer hands off ’im!” Yamnomora snapped.

Guild Lord Arcadius, the wretched son of Akron, put himself in front of her. “What’s the plan now, eh? Which part o’ the map are ye goin’ to point at next? Or are ye jus’ waitin’ until another Dragon Rider comes along an’ tells ye what to do?” With every question the Boldbane had advanced on Yamnomora, putting her into a natural retreat.

“The people will be saddened to hear that yer little pal, Bhadamor ’ere, turned on ye—who knew he were hidin’ such a dark side, eh? But they’ll be happy to hear that we caught ’im an’ delivered swift justice, even if it were a bit late to save ye…”

A number of rough hands grabbed her from behind, and only a second before a swift kick landed in the back of her legs. Brought down to her knees, The Anther was taken by one of the soldiers while the others tightened their grip around Yamnomora’s arms and neck. She struggled and thrashed between hurling insults and threats at the traitorous kuds.

Both Yannik and Bo Kannis stepped forward to receive The Anther, but it was Arcadius who took ownership of the hammer. He held it aloft, admiring the weapon of power with a hungry grin spreading beneath his beard.

“Don’ fuss,” Arcadius told her. “This is the natural way o’ things. Dwarves like me were meant to lead, an’ dwarves like ye were meant to shut yer gob an’ do what we tell ye to.”

“It’s not for ye!” Yamnomora fumed. “It’s supposed to be for everyone!”

“If it’s meant for everyone, then why can I not wield it?”

Yamnomora strained her head, fighting for breath. “Because ye wouldn’ use it for everyone, only yerself.”

“I am a guild lord,” Arcadius voiced vehemently. “Like me father before me an’ his father before ’im. It is me right to wield a weapon such as this. Do ye think Duun shared it with the common folk? Do ye think he told the masses they were all jus’ as deservin’ as ’im? No! He alone wielded The Anther! An’ that’s exactly what I’m goin’ to do. No more o’ this wanderin’ like lost sheep. An’ I’ll be damned if I’m to be told what to do by another Dragon Rider. From ’ere on out, there’s only us—only Boldbanes.”

As one, Yannik and Bo Kannis frowned at their fellow guild lord.

“What are ye abou’?” the Frostbeard demanded.

“Only Boldbanes?” the Redbraid echoed incredulously.

“This ain’ what we discussed⁠—”

Guild Lord Bo Kannis never said another word, the Frostbeard’s skull caved in by a hammer older than the very cave he was standing in. His retreat blocked, Yannik jumped back only to crash into the side of the cart. He had nowhere to go when Arcadius swung The Anther into his chest. The sound of shattering bones was accompanied by the gargled spit of blood that exploded from Yannik’s lips. With glazed eyes, the Redbraid slid down the cart and was dead by the time he landed in a slump.

“As I said,” Arcadius went on, “only Boldbanes...”

The last surviving guild lord jabbered on, but his every word failed to reach Yamnomora, whose senses had begun to shut down, narrowing the world until there was only her.

And her memories.

It was the hands, she knew. Be it the fingers digging into her arms, pressing against her legs, or coiled around her throat, their vice-like grip was exactly the same as those who had snatched Yamnomora’s family from the road and thrown them into a Skaramangian dungeon. Into hell.

Their screams pierced the veil she had spent years putting between her and that time. Her sister. Her brother. Her parents. Their cries of pain and terror slammed into Yamnomora like a wave of boiling water. Those memories, black as pitch, awoke the animal within her, bringing the dwarf to a dead end from which there was nowhere for the beast to go but out.

So she let it out.

The guild lord was cut off by Yamnomora’s primal roar. With no care for pain or death, the dwarf dragged her right foot until it was under her again, and with strength the soldiers could not have anticipated, she threw herself sideways, crushing one of them into the cave wall. That freed her right arm, which she quickly put to work.

The soldier who had been trying to contain her legs was suddenly in her grasp—at least his beard was. Yanked to his feet by one swift tug, he had nowhere to go when Yamnomora rammed her head into his. Hands clawed at her, desperately trying to pull her back, but the dwarf was determined to headbutt the swine until he was dead. By the fifth crack of her skull against his, he was just that.

Releasing the body, she allowed those hands to finally pull her back, only she added her weight to theirs, causing all three of them to hit the side of the cart. It was enough to loosen their grip and see Yamnomora tear free of them.

Arcadius barked orders, and those pinning Bhadamor abandoned the gruff dwarf in favour of attacking Yamnomora. Of the three, Bhadamor tackled one to the ground, leaving her to face four of the Boldbane’s lackeys. It was three, however, by the time they reached her, a dead soldier caught between her hands, his neck broken.

The trio ploughed into her, eliciting another roar from the woman made wrath. Blow after blow landed in her gut, across her face, and into her kidneys, but the pain of it all paled in comparison to her memories. And so she roared again, a banshee-like scream that told of agonies not forgotten.

Biting the ear off one of them was enough to see the fool retreat and leave her to fight two. A stamping kick snapped another’s leg at the knee joint, ripping a shriek of pain from his cracked lips. He went down immediately, the cart his only support.

Yamnomora accepted the next fist that smashed into her face and whipped back with an elbow into throat. While he was sputtering for breath, she removed the dagger from his belt and pivoted to drive it down through the skull of his companion, who was too busy nursing his broken knee to see what was coming.

Without delay, Yamnomora jerked the dagger from deep inside his head, splashing blood up the side of the cart. With a war cry befitting the battlefield, she then turned the dagger on the last of the soldiers, stabbing him again and again, relentlessly cutting up his chest and gut.

It was enough to put some dread in Arcadius’s bones, the guild lord already in retreat by the time the body was sliding off the end of the red dagger. Deeper into the cave, Bhadamor was astride his fallen foe, a rock heaved high in two hands. Yamnomora barely registered the death, her eyes tracking Arcadius out into the snow like a hungry predator.

“Stay back!” he growled, swinging The Anther.

With the dripping dagger in hand, Yamnomora advanced without fear. She was already visualising where she was going to put it. What she was going to chop off. There was no real vengeance in killing the son of Akron but, then again, he wasn’t Arcadius, guild lord of the Boldbanes in her eyes anymore. He was the personification of every Skaramangian devil that had experimented on her and the family she had been robbed of.

“How does this thing work,” Arcadius could be heard grumbling through the wind. “Come on!” he cried in frustration, knocking the hammer with one hand.

Still in retreat, he began to swing The Anther from on high, striking the ground with all his strength. As Yamnomora had learned firsthand, however, more than the strength of one’s arm was required to power the weapon’s porting ability. Arcadius just didn’t have the will to wield it.

Still, his strikes were enough to spark the magic within if not completely teleport him. The snow and wind were pushed out around him, the air displaced by that of another place. With every blow, Drakanan’s barren ground was momentarily replaced with images of pine trees from The Unadine.

With blood staining her teeth and painted across her entire face, Yamnomora continued to stalk towards her prey.

A storm blasted through the horseshoe, kicking up snow, gravel, and dirt alike. The maelstrom gave way to the mightiest of silhouettes and a sight so frightening that Arcadius dropped The Anther and staggered back. No sooner did the ground shudder beneath Garganafan’s feet than his head plunged through the turbulent snowfall.

Yamnomora was snapped out of her waking nightmare as the dragon’s jaws also snapped shut around the Boldbane.

There ended the line of Akron, swallowed down the long gullet of Garganafan.

Yamnomora couldn’t rightly say what happened next. The Anther was scooped up by Grarfath, though she wasn’t able to fully understand that the smith had been returned to them. Kassanda Grey was beside him, her tan cloak billowing towards the cave where Bhadamor was emerging, his bushy blond beard spattered with blood. There was even Slait among them, though he remained firmly imprisoned inside Garganafan’s front left claw.

It didn’t matter. None of it did. Yamnomora turned away from them all and made for Drakanan’s entrance in a daze. The dagger fell from her limp grasp along the way, its clatter seemingly all too distant to pierce the fog of memories—the fog of grief—that pulled her down.

She just wanted to feel hollow again.
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In the depths of Drakanan, time couldn’t decide whether it wanted to stop or speed up—it simply didn’t exist. At least that’s how it felt to Yamnomora. She had retreated into whatever empty hallways she could find, always moving on as more dwarves flooded the ancient fortress.

For some time—whatever that was—Yamnomora had occupied a cavern of sorts, its ceiling natural and jagged where the walls had been hewn by chisels long having rusted. The chamber itself housed a rectangular body of water and, like everywhere else in the Riders’ dwelling, the torches fixed to the walls came to life the moment she stepped over the threshold.

With her boots beside her and trousers rolled up to her knees, Yamnomora sat with her bare feet in the cool water while her mind desperately tried to climb out of the hole it had fallen through. In some ways, the creaking door was a welcome interruption.

“I was beginning to worry ye’d fallen down a crevice,” Grarfath announced from the doorway, unaware of how accurate his concerns were.

Yamnomora said nothing, but she also didn’t tell him to leave her alone either. And so the smith came to join her by the edge of the great bath, though he hesitated to remove his own boots.

“Probably best if I leave those on,” he muttered.

“Take ’em off,” she said, her voice croaking from disuse.

Reluctantly, the smith did as he was instructed and exposed his bare feet and shins before plunging them into the water. His lips pursed together until he acclimatised to the temperature, much in the way Yamnomora wrinkled her nose until she acclimatised to the odour.

“That’s better,” he sighed.

Yamnomora couldn’t look at Grarfath for any more than a glance, her gaze fixed on the water’s surface, where torchlight danced in reflection. The smith, however, gave her a double take.

Without a word to her, Grarfath removed a patch of cloth from within his furs and dipped it into the water. His powerful hands wrung it out before tentatively touching it to the side of her face. Yamnomora flinched, irritated, until she saw the blood now staining the cloth. Deciding not to protest, she returned her attention to the water while Grarfath continued to clean her skin.

He did so in silence, pausing only to wet and wring out the cloth now and again. Eventually, his attentiveness moved on to her hands, where he wiped away yet more blood and paid special care to clean her fingernails. When his work was done, the smith placed the cloth out of sight and simply held her hand.

They sat in silence for a while longer.

“It were the hands,” Yamnomora stated flatly, her voice breaking the quietude at last.

“The hands?”

“When they grabbed me,” she explained, still unable to look at him. “It took me right back to…” The words nearly choked her.

“It’s all righ’,” Grarfath replied soothingly. “Ye don’ ’ave to say anythin’.”

“If I don’ say it, it jus’ stays inside, an’ I don’ want it inside o’ me anymore. It hurts too much.”

It wasn’t much—barely anything—and yet those few words were more than she had ever said to anyone, including Mordrith, her companion of many years. Being vulnerable was like being wounded, a thing that, by its very nature, would slow her down and spell her doom.

So why was Grarfath different? Yamnomora knew she could pour out all of her pain, and it would never go any further than him, but the same could have been said of his mother. She didn’t have an answer yet, though she felt the truth of it was beginning to stir in her heart—if only it didn’t ache with old scars so much.

“Like ye,” she began, “I were an Underborn. Me family too. Ma an’ pa were merchants, though neither were skilled enough to specialise in any one thing. They bought an’ sold whatever they could, wherever they could. There were five o’ us though, what with me brother an’ sister. That’s a lot o’ mouths to feed.

“When times got tough, me pa had to look beyond Morthil to make some coin. Ma knew o’ a passage in the southern tunnels that led directly to Nivona. It’s an Andaren town on the Annar Road,” she elaborated, seeing the smith’s quizzical expression. “Good people. They didn’ mind barterin’ with dwarves, always interested to see our wares. An’ we always went as a family, so we could help ’em with the carts and gettin’ folks’ attention.”

Yamnomora had to stop there for a time, aware that the next part of her story would feel like a blade to the gut.

“Ye’ve had yer fair share o’ run-ins with the Skaramangians now,” she eventually went on, “but ye’ve only seen a glimmer o’ the whole. They’re segmented into so many pieces, each with their own imperatives. Some spend their entire lives researchin’ god bones while others spend their entire lives diggin’ for ’em. Some are trained to infiltrate the hierarchies o’ east an’ west, to trade in secrets, an’ some are trained to assassinate its enemies.” She gave a mirthless laugh. “There’s even those who are jus’ couriers, messengers, an’ guards who never know what they’re actually pledged to.”

Yamnomora took a breath and swallowed, preparing herself to delve into the darkest of memories. “Then there’s those who are charged with progress,” she said grimly. “They experiment with alchemy, nature, biology. They’re tasked with solvin’ the mysteries o’ life an’ magic an’ all in between. Like everythin’ else, they’re broken up into various ranks—guilds if ye will. Those that make progress in the world o’ magic send their findin’s on to God Fall, to the warlocks. Hear me when I tell ye, ye’ve never met a more twisted wretch than a warlock. They sit at the top o’ the Skaramangian pyramid, answerin’ only to The Eldan.”

Seeing her knuckles pale around Grarfath’s hand, Yamnomora let go entirely and braced herself against the edge off the bath, as if she stood on the precipice of a great fall.

“The thing abou’ experiments, ye need to test ’em to see if they work. I still wonder what went through his head when he saw us, a family o’ dwarves in the heart o’ an Andaren town. I don’ even know who he is, but one o’ ’em Skaramangian kuds saw us and reported back. They must ’ave rubbed their hands together at the thought o’ havin’ somethin’ new to test their work on. An’ dwarves too! They probably thought our natural resistance to magic would make us interestin’ subjects. Maybe they jus’ thought we’d last longer…”

The bath could no longer be seen clearly though her glazed eyes, her cheeks streaking with tears.

“Nim didn’t last long at all,” she managed, fighting the urge to clamp her teeth shut. “She barely survived the ambush—they captured us outside the entrance to Morthil.”

“Nim… Your sister?”

Yamnomora nodded. “She didn’t even have hair on her chin yet.” There was no stopping the sob that animated her whole body then. “Darim managed to survive the first few weeks, but I wish he hadn’t. His screams…” The next words simply refused to come out, leaving her only more tears. “I don’ know if it were months or years, but after an age o’ pain an’ sufferin’, they carted us off in chains. We were to be the play things o’ the warlocks.”

“Me pa, Dhenaheim… He were a strong dwarf. His family meant everythin’ to ’im. What were done to Nim an’ Darim, it fuelled his rage, an’ that rage kept ’im goin’ when those despicable experiments should ’ave killed ’im. Me ma, on the other hand… Vengora,” she said, naming her mother with affection she could barely recall. “Me ma became a shell, hollowed out by pain an’ grief. Still, she outlived pa. He died shoutin’ her name.”

More tears were needed, and with Grarfath’s hand on her back now. More than anything, Yamnomora wanted to lean into him, to feel his big arms engulf her as her father’s once had. She wanted that reassurance again, a feeling she had only managed to achieve since in the swing of her axes. Violence had replaced every tender emotion she had, filling the voids while lending her the imitation of being in control.

“I can still hear it,” she moaned. “The way her body burst like a sack o’ wine. Their magic was savage. Every spell crafted to incite pain or death. They’re monsters.”

Grarfath let her cry for a while before finally asking, “Oh Mora… How did ye get out o’ that?”

Yamnomora managed to sit up straight, if only for as long as it took to inhale a breath. “Mordrith,” she said in a word.

“Me mother?”

“The warlocks wanted to test some new fiend they’d cooked up. I think it’d been a wolf when they started.” She sniffed and wiped the snot from her top lip. “They released me into The Ahnir’duil, the forest around God Fall. They wanted to see how quickly it could hunt me down. Mordrith was tryin’ to find God Fall but, instead, she found me. She killed their little beastie too. But damned if that forest ain’ teemin’ with Skaramangians. She used The Anther an’ got us out o’ there. An’ that were that. What’s left o’ me kin is probably still smeared across the walls o’ that foul place.”

Yamnomora bawled some more, letting it all out. Against her own restraints, the dwarf let herself fall sideways, into Grarfath’s embrace, where she cried even more.
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THE ENEMY OF MY ENEMY


17 Years Ago…

Daijen stood ready, prepared to kill every living thing between him and Valyra. Death, however, had paused in its endless pursuit of him. The four Ivasaar at his back had failed to attack, halted as much as he had been by the stranger’s sudden appearance.

Tall and slender, draped in black cloth, and face hidden behind a dark veil, she stood at Daijen’s height thanks to the rising head piece and its flat top. Her bare hands and exposed arms were painted obsidian black, matching those of the three cultists he had dispatched. Daijen wondered if she was equally bald inside that veil.

Despite the heavy paint soaked into her Andaren skin, her age was somewhat revealed in the bony quality of her fingers, which were pressed tip to tip in front of her. Added to that, the heavy wrinkles and prominent veins suggested she was somewhere between five and six hundred years old. Daijen was guessing, of course. Malnourishment and lack of sunlight could also have been the cause for her appearance.

“The enemy of our enemy,” she declared, her waning voice cementing her wizened age as she echoed the Vahlken’s words from earlier. “I wonder what you mean by that.”

Daijen glanced back at the fiends who, between them, possessed thirty-two legs and sixteen arms. They were gone. The Ivasaar had melted back into that impenetrable darkness. He had been confronted by one of the luminaries of that terrible place then.

“You lead the Amon-Agin?”

“I am the First Heir, High Priestess of the Amon-Agin. And you,” she went on in her tired voice, “are a Vahlken.”

“My name is Daijen Saeth,” he replied, doing his best to shrug off his battle stance.

“Why have you travelled so far to die in such a dark place, Daijen Saeth?” the priestess enquired, having advanced into the chamber so she might circle the Vahlken. “Your place is in the heavens, no?”

“As I said, I came to⁠—”

“Talk,” the priestess interrupted. “Yes. About enemies. We have been very selective in our enemies, Daijen Saeth. We have never counted the Vahlken among them. And with good reason,” she added, pausing to glance over the dead Ivasaar. “Tell me then, have you discovered the truth behind this little war of yours? Do you know of… them?”

Even on the spot, Daijen was sure to stay on the move, always keeping the priestess where he could see her. “The Skaramangians,” he announced, to which the chamber responded with violent hissing from the unseen Ivasaar.

“For all their secrecy, it was inevitable that they would be seen by the keen eyes of Handuin’s mutants. Such are the consequences of relentless meddling, I suppose. The Heirs, however, have kept wholly to the dark in the millennia since Barad-Agin’s light shone so bright. How has one of your stock come to learn of us?”

Daijen thought of Ilithranda, waiting for him in Harendun. Time was not on his side.

“You were referenced in an ancient chronicle, one belonging to the emperor of Andara. I questioned a Skaramangian archivist which led me to your ancient stronghold on Carstane. There I found a map which led me here.”

“Such a bloodless tale,” the priestess said knowingly.

“Many Skaramangians gave their blood putting me before you,” Daijen specified. “They are my enemy. By all accounts, you are their enemy.”

“Have you come to enlist us in your war?” the aged woman asked with a note of amusement. “Perhaps the Amon-Agin can bolster your ranks?”

“And if I said yes?” he posed, deciding to play the game.

“You already know the answer to that question. The Heirs have long fought the misguided sons and daughters of Skara Pendain their own way. You would not risk death to make such a request. So tell me, what would the enemy of our enemy want from us?”

“You are familiar with the Ankala?” Daijen questioned, easing his way in.

“Of course. We are the Heirs of Barad-Agin first and foremost, but Andarens we remain.”

“I was there,” the Vahlken told her. “I heard every vision seen through the Helm of Ahnir.”

“What does that have to do with us?”

“Death cannot hold him,” Daijen stated, his tone low and grave.

The priestess came to a stop in front of him. “You are referring to Skara Pendain.”

“The Dark One,” Daijen confirmed.

More hissing cut through the chamber.

The priestess groaned. “The Pendain, The Dark One, the Eikor, the Talakin, the Great Shadow. Fitting that the betrayer would take so many names. He was always changing his shape, his shadow always growing longer.”

“He will return,” the Vahlken insisted. “It has been seen. When he does, how long do you think he will tolerate your existence? You’re proof that he wasn’t first, that he was once no more than a man, an apprentice even.”

The priestess tilted her head, dark eyes glistening behind the veil. “And what is your part in all this, Daijen Saeth? Are you going to slay our mutual enemy come the day? Or have you come to ask that we do it?”

“Skara’s return was not all that was seen,” Daijen reported. “There was one last vision, heard only by me.”

The priestess raised her hands. “Your audience is all ears.”

The Vahlken conjured the words as he had heard them from The Eldan’s dying lips. “Cast into the black, he drowns in shadow, The Drakalis is without sight. He is without voice. He is to suffer for his betrayal, he who should have reigned beside the Pendain. But the darkness cannot hold him. His chains are destined to be broken by the power of Handuin.”

Daijen let his words hang in the air for a moment. “You know of The Drakalis?”

A short sharp scoff sounded from inside her veil. “We live free of the Skaramangians’ lies. The Amon-Agin have always known how the world truly unfurled. The vision speaks of the betrayer’s dragon, Malliath.”

Again, the Ivasaar hissed violently in the shadows, their pincered feet stamping into the stone walls.

“Malliath played his part in our lord’s defeat,” the priestess went on. “Watching Rider and dragon turn against each other was… amusing, by all accounts. His banishment to the Shadow Realm was fitting.”

“But the darkness cannot hold him,” Daijen said, reminding her of the specific verse. “It seems the two are fated to meet again—in this world.”

“If his chains can be broken… by the power of Handuin.” She spoke the latter while running one finger down his arm. “That’s why you have come,” she said with revelation, her rigid composure returning. “You would free Malliath of his prison.”

“He is a weapon the Skaramangians won’t be expecting,” Daijen replied, putting weight behind his case.

“That dragon belongs down there,” the priestess said adamantly. “He should suffer for his actions against Barad-Agin.”

“Malliath and Skara were bonded for centuries—he knows him in a way no one else can. When he returns, Malliath might be the only one who can defeat him.”

The First Heir broke with her rigidity and assumed her slow circular pacing. By the tilt of her head, she looked to be scrutinising Daijen’s body. “You are a product of his magic—the betrayer’s.”

Daijen couldn’t argue with her logic. Handuin had created the Vahlken using magic he had taken from Ahnir’s bones—Skara’s grimoire.

“I hope you won’t hold that against me.”

“On the contrary, it is pleasing to see the betrayer’s work—work he stole from Barad-Agin—go to such lengths to be his undoing.”

The priestess came to a stop in front of him, her fingertips pressed into each other just below the navel. “Untold and uncounted are the years Malliath has dwelled in the Shadow Realm. That’s a long time to have survived in a place where even dragons are prey. He could easily be dead.”

“Then I would know of it,” Daijen said simply enough, deciding that any second course of action would have to wait until he had seen the dragon’s corpse with his own eyes. “I truly believe he’s our best chance at surviving what’s to come. I can’t pursue another path until this one is closed to me.”

“And you believe we have the power to send you down there?”

“What little I have found of you testifies as much, but what I saw in the ruins on Carstane proved as much. Accessing your ancient vault set off a series of traps—portals in the floor. The monsters that crawled out of them could only have come from somewhere as hellish as that dark realm.” Daijen decided to keep it at that, omitting the details surrounding the armoured knight.

“This magic is still known to us,” the priestess revealed, sharing her secret with the confidence that she would either aid Daijen or have him killed.

“Then you can do it? You can open a portal for me?”

However concealed, there was a thin and wicked smile inside her dark veil. “Would you like to see?”

Daijen was soon escorted from the nightmarish chamber and back into the burrows of The Ironbark’s labyrinth. From the shadows they acquired new cultists, each falling in behind the Vahlken without a word, their steps light on bare feet of painted black. A set of pointed double doors brought an end to the passage, though they were opened from the other side by unseen servants.

Beyond, the room was angled to a point like the doors, the ceiling having been carved diligently so that it was crowded with monstrous sculptures, their many eyes looking down on the occupants. A handful of servants, females all, were dotted around the chamber. Like the First Heir, they wore veils and tall headdresses, their bare obsidian arms on display.

The priestess snapped off a series of words in a language Daijen had never heard before, putting the servants to task. She then gestured for the Vahlken to stand to one side, a silent observer. He was suddenly reminded of the Ankala, leaving him to wonder if he was to witness yet more atrocities that he was forbidden to prevent.

A few moments later, from the same doorway they had entered, two armed cultists arrived with a young Andaren man between them. Utterly naked, his pale skin and white hair was there to see. That and his truly terrified expression immediately placed him apart from the Amon-Agin. Daijen thought of the huge pile of discarded and bloody clothes he had come across after entering the fortress. How often were they sacrificing people?

The guards, as they were, handed the prisoner over to the lesser priestesses who walked him into the centre of the chamber, beneath all those eyes. Only then did Daijen noticed the ring of glyphs that had been hewn into the stone floor. The prisoner had no idea that he was standing inside a hole in the world.

The First Heir and High Priestess approached the young man, a servant at her side. The older cultist dipped two fingers into the bowl held by her aid. So black were her fingers that Daijen only saw the blood on them when she began to draw on the prisoner’s chest.

“We commit this soul to shadow,” the priestess announced. “Glorious is the death that serves the almighty Barad-Agin. Nourish him, so that he might nourish so foul a land.”

The prisoner’s chalky white chest was now a canvas for the bloody spider of Barad-Agin.

The First Heir stepped back, her bare feet clear of the ring of glyphs that encircled the naked prisoner. As one, the lesser priestesses began to chant, their unintelligible words elicited as no more than a hiss. Speaking over them, the elder voiced a chant of her own, a garbled mess of syllables, clicks, and guttural noises he couldn’t recognise.

As he had seen in the ruins on Carstane, the glyphs began to glow with the purple light of magic. Fresh waves of horror overcame the prisoner, paralysing him in place. He still managed to plead, begging for his life despite having no knowledge of how he was going to die.

Wait! The word snapped in Daijen’s mind but failed to find life on his lips. He wanted desperately to save the man’s life, but reason informed him it was impossible. The Amon-Agin had access to magic he needed—interfering in what they considered a holy ritual could cross a line there was no coming back from.

What if he did prevent them from casting this poor soul into hell? He wouldn’t be saving the man, only prolonging his imprisonment. Fate would have him standing inside that circle as soon as Daijen wasn’t around to stop it. The grim truth was simple: he was dead the moment the Heirs of Agin captured him.

Every priestess, including the elder, ceased their chanting at the same time, ending the din with a crisp silence.

The stone beneath the prisoner’s feet melted away in the blink of an eye. The painted sacrifice plummeted into the inky abyss with a sharp yelp, as if he had been swallowed by the fortress itself. The high priestess stepped in, her hands rolling while her fingers danced at varying angles. Her words were little more than a whisper as she, again, spoke in that severe language.

At once, the glyphs ceased to emit their purple light, and the portal closed, leaving the stone as it had been.

The priestess turned to look upon the Vahlken. “Would you care to go next, mutant?” She broke into a howling cackle before he could answer. “Come with me,” she bade, making for the doors.

Daijen hesitated, his gaze lingering on the spot where a fellow Andaren had just been standing. It felt a mockery upon his soul that he should have to overlook such evil so that he might slay it elsewhere. How cruel the world really was that evil should be measured in degrees, and that he would have to choose where to apply his blade.

For now.

Passing gothic statues and watching eyes in the dark, Daijen followed the First Heir and her entourage through the passages of The Ironbark. It seemed they were delving deeper and deeper into The Eros Mountains until, at last, he was brought into an antechamber that beheld a set of large ornate doors.

Seeing his eyes drink in the iron relief that stretched across both doors, the Amon-Agin paused before going any further.

“Do you recognise it?” the priestess enquired.

Daijen continued to stare at the monster that had been brought to detailed life in the raised iron. While he had never seen the creature as it was depicted, he had certainly seen the skeleton that matched it—he had walked throughout its bones, its very skull.

“Agannon,” he said, naming the Leviathan.

“There are few who know that name,” the priestess replied. “Your pursuit of truth has truly elevated you beyond the constructs of the Skaramangian narrative. Agannon was the first born of the Leviathans. So magnificent was he that all else paled in his wake. Barad-Agin would have remade the world with such a creature.”

Daijen recalled his one and only conversation with Emperor Qeledred, a portion of which regarded the Leviathan in question. “It was struck down by a Dragon Rider,” the Vahlken commented, seeing clearly in his mind that jagged hole that punched through and through Agannon’s skull, the blow likely delivered by The Anther.

“Not just any Rider,” the priestess corrected. “The First Rider. The Pendain. The Betrayer was the beginning of the end, an end that has dragged on for millennia, so the peoples of Verda might suffer in the shadow he cast.”

“With Malliath, we might forge a new beginning.”

The First Heir stepped a little closer to him. “Your beginning, perhaps?” she probed.

“A world free of The Dark One’s shadow is a world we can both live in,” he intoned.

The priestess continued to look up at him, the silence between them intensifying. “Agreed,” she finally stated.

Pivoting on her bare heel, the ornate doors were opened by servants before she could reach them. Just behind her, Daijen felt the cold breeze that escaped the next chamber, blowing out his fur cloak and long hair. He had no idea what to expect nor the priestess’s intentions for taking him that much further into the mountain, but he felt the fine hairs prick up on the back of his neck. Though he couldn’t believe it to be true, he imagined the magic of Handuin in his blood reacting to some new magnitude of malevolence.

The threshold behind him, the Vahlken craned his neck, his eyes tracking the cavern walls. They rose and rose until he discovered the enormous opening at the very top, where a rough circle of stars shone from their place in the night’s sky. Indeed, the cavern was truly colossal, the far side so distant and shrouded in darkness that Daijen could only make out around two thirds of the circular shape.

Of what he could see, the Vahlken noted the cavern floor was around twenty feet deeper than where he stood, the entire slab surrounded by a rounded wall of more glyphs, each ten feet in size and every one layered in a thousand more glyphs no bigger than his finger. Of those smaller glyphs, there were yet more, carved over the top of the others no larger than a thumbnail.

“You stand on hallowed ground, Vahlken.” The priestess’s words were almost lost by the significant volume of empty space. “Barad-Agin himself stood where you now stand. It was here that he birthed the Leviathans.”

Daijen took it all in, as well as the mighty claw marks that raked the cavern walls all the way up. This was where the last two decades had led him. This was where his entire life had led him. He was to be the Vahlken that finally vanquished the enemy. Unlike his predecessors—his brothers and sisters down through the ages—he would wield the weapon to end it all.

“Why don’t you use it?” Daijen asked, thinking of the smaller, more intimate, setting in which they had just sacrificed a fellow Andaren.

“Once open, the portal goes both ways. Were we to open this for any great length of time, we risk a Leviathan entering our world.”

Daijen frowned. “I thought you worshipped them.”

“There is only one worthy of our worship, just as there is only one who can tame a Leviathan. Barad-Agin took that knowledge with him into the abyss.”

“But you know how this works?” he asked. “You can open a portal this big?”

“We can.”

Daijen thought of all that he had seen through Ahnir’s memories concerning portals to other worlds. “How much blood is required?” he dared to ask.

“Blood?” the priestess echoed. “You are a child playing with swords, Daijen Saeth. No blood is required to breach the Shadow Realm. You need only know the language that separates one realm from the other.”

“Language? The glyphs?”

“It is divine,” the First Heir replied reverently. “You cannot see it, you cannot hear it, you cannot touch it, yet it is there, always. A barrier so thin it is little more than a… veil,” she said, running her fingers down the netted material that concealed her face. “It is as vast as the oceans are deep, possessing more words than all the many languages and dialects of Verda combined. Barad-Agin knew them all,” she declared proudly.

“I have seen portals before,” Daijen told her, thinking of the men who had died retrieving the red, crystallised leaves for Skara. “It was no Shadow Realm but somewhere beautiful, full of colour. Blood was required to open that portal,” he added, his tone grim.

“You have glimpsed the Realm of Magic,” the priestess uttered, a hint of disbelief about her. “Who opened this portal?”

Daijen hesitated, unsure how to best explain. “It was a memory—not my own. It was Skara,” he admitted. “In the depths of Azad-guul, many ages past. A good deal of blood was required to power the portal—a portal much smaller than this.”

The priestess was looking at him intently, her violet eyes barely visible inside her veil, but so bright against the pure black of her skin. “What a storied life you’re living, Daijen Saeth. I wonder at what else you have seen and done.” Her protracted gaze came to a swift end as she turned to wander towards the edge of the twenty-foot drop.

“The Realm of Magic is locked behind a combination of ever changing divine words,” she explained. “You could chance upon the correct combination one day and be locked out the next using the exact same spell. Only two things have ever been known to hold the words in place and open a door. Blood, which you have already witnessed. It is a costly key to use, though the betrayer had no qualms about such practices.”

“And the second key?” Daijen asked.

“A high concentration of magic, the likes of which simply don’t exist. You would have to squeeze every living dragon in existence into a cavern smaller than this to achieve the required levels, and for some time at that.

“The Shadow Realm,” the priestess continued, her arms held out to encompass the vast ring, “is not so guarded when it comes to visitors. No blood. No concentration of magic. You need only know the right words. This knowledge has been passed down through the generations of the Amon-Agin, as it was once passed on to Barad-Agin’s apprentice,” she said bitterly.

“Skara Pendain,” Daijen voiced.

“He was just Skara back then. A young man—a powerful conduit—with a bright future in Barad-Agin’s empire. The Shadow Realm was always a tool in the betrayer’s eyes. A deposit of monsters he could call upon to keep the flocks of men bound by fear. His true interests always lay in the Realm of Magic. ’Tis a troublesome place to meddle,” the priestess opined. “What’s that old saying? Don’t bite the hand that feeds you.”

Her bony shoulders shifted to the right, and the First Heir of Barad-Agin addressed the other cultists in their private language again. They dashed off, quickly descending to the cavern’s circular floor. Daijen watched them scurry about, moving from glyph to glyph. Some they turned and twisted while others they pushed or pulled, realigning the overall pattern.

“How long can you give me?” the Vahlken questioned.

The priestess cackled again. “Shake free any notion of time, Daijen Saeth. Where you’re going you will have lots of it.” Swift and with more grace than he would have afforded the old Andaren, the First Heir closed the gap between them, her voice now low and grave. “Listen and listen well, son of Handuin. I will close the portal the moment you are through it. Thereafter, I will open it once a day, every day, until you return with The Drakalis. Even then,” she added, “I will only open the portal for a brief time. Your window of opportunity will be small. Do not waste it.”

Daijen nodded once. “I understand.” The idea that his actions might unleash a living Leviathan upon the world was a weight he couldn’t bear to entertain.

“They will require some time to prepare the ring,” the priestess reported, nodding her chin at the busy cultists in the pit. “Ready your Aegre,” she added, glancing up at the gargantuan shaft that rose up to meet the night’s sky.

Daijen’s head twitched. “I’m not taking Valyra in there,” he replied adamantly.

The First Heir stopped herself from moving on and faced him. “You have vowed to thwart the betrayer’s return, to destroy the wretch once and for all,” she reminded him. “Does every Vahlken give their word so lightly?”

“I will be ready to kill him,” Daijen said vehemently.

“You will be dead within minutes if you do not take your beast with you,” the priestess told him simply. “You will need magnitudes of speed, strength, and ferocity even Vahlken do not possess.”

“I’m not taking Valyra into a world of monsters.”

“You are young, yes, but I did not take you to be such a fool, Daijen Saeth. Are all of Handuin’s children so blinded by their own arrogance?”

The Vahlken made to argue his point again but faltered at the insinuation that his pride had, yet again, reared its ugly head.

“You said it yourself,” the priestess went on. “His chains are destined to be broken by the power of Handuin. Is your Aegre not also of Handuin’s magic? Do not deny yourself the greatest weapon in your arsenal out of sentiment. That feathered beast will be the only thing standing between you and the jaws of some fiend. See that you are both readied.”

He was again confounded by her iron logic and, indeed, his own vow to see The Dark One destroyed upon his return. Left with no choice, he went in search of his closest companion.
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A hopeful glow was just beginning to appear upon the peaks of The Eros Mountains, a golden haze dispersed by the clouds. It would be some time before its warmth graced The Ironbark, time Daijen did not have.

Valyra bowed her head all the more, allowing him to press the side of his face into hers. He stroked the feathers around her left eye, enjoying the scent of her. There was nothing in all the world more familiar to him than her smell.

Now he had to take her into hell.

“I’m sorry, old friend. I never thought our path would lead us here. I had hoped to spare you the shadows.”

Daijen drifted back towards his saddle, checking one more time that his slaiken blade was adequately strapped and that his saddlebags were secure.

The crunching of snow turned him back to the fortress. One of the lesser priestesses was approaching, her dark dress twisting in the breeze. Valyra was immediately tense, her head still low and a low growl rumbling from deep in her chest.

“Easy,” Daijen said soothingly.

“The portal is ready, Vahlken. Take to the rise and fly north. You will see the opening.” Without another word, the Heir of Agin turned on her bare heel and made for the doors.

Daijen ascended Valyra’s back, sure to slot his toes into the moulded folds of the saddle before gripping the handles at the base of her neck. “You’re going to have to trust me,” he whispered, squeezing his knees in to signal the Aegre.

Valyra’s wings unfurled, the feathered tips pointed to the sky. One powerful flap cleared all four of her feet from the courtyard. With every second they rose towards the dawn, The Ironbark growing smaller in their wake. Valyra eventually entered the clouds, where Daijen then guided her north.

For a short time, they pierced the veil of clouds and soared through the heavens, there to spy the rising sun in the east.

The east…

He was bound for Harendun the moment they returned. Malliath would be a considerable complication, he knew, but he would find a way. He would be there for Ilithranda. For her baby. Nothing could stop him.

The cloud bank came to an end, revealing the jagged wall of mountains that continued on into the north. One side was steeped in shadow while the other basked in the sunrise. There was one particularly stark shadow that drew Daijen’s attention.

“There,” he yelled over the wind, urging Valyra down and slightly westward.

Flying around the edge, there was no missing the round opening that plummeted towards the portal. From such a lofty vantage, Daijen also noted the deep impressions and long gouges that made the terrain stand out against the mountains either side.

“It was here that he birthed the Leviathans,” the priestess had said.

He realised then that the ancient scars of the mountain had been left behind by the emerging titans of the Shadow Realm. What an unthinkable blight they had been.

Yet it was into their domain that he now directed Valyra.

Trusting her companion, the Aegre dipped her head and closed in her wings, her body plunging into the shadowed opening. Daijen held fast, his hair pulled back to its full length by the air resistance. The darkness therein was soon illuminated by the bright glow of purple glyphs. Positioned all around the ring, lesser priestesses were chanting and hissing, their hands moving through the language they considered divine.

The First Heir stood before the iron doors, near the edge of the portal. Her words were supernaturally amplified, able to find Daijen’s ears even over the rushing wind. Of the glyphs that shone so bright, the smaller ones carved over the top of them looked to have left the stone, as if their shape was being projected into the air a few inches out. It was everything he had witnessed during the sacrifice, only tenfold.

The bottom of the cavern, however, was still solid, the variations in the rock visible in the purple light. A flicker of doubt crept in, warning the Vahlken that they intended to kill them both with trickery. Such emotions were swept aside by reason. They could have left him to the Ivasaar and all else who guard the cult. Still, it was unnerving to be diving at such speed towards certain death.

Valyra felt it too. The Aegre’s wings twitched, preparing to extend and slow their descent.

“Keep going!” Daijen managed to shout over the sound of the priestess’s voice and rushing wind.

All the trust in the world wasn’t enough to convince an Aegre that flying into the ground at neck-break speed was a good idea. Valyra squawked and began to alter the angle of her dive, preparing to make safe their landing.

Only then did the portal take shape.

The black abyss expanded from the middle of the ring and stretched out to meet the glowing language carved into the stone. Daijen gripped the handles all the tighter and held his breath, unsure what to expect. By then, Valyra’s wings had spread out, her trajectory no longer a straight dive. She flapped three times, but it wasn’t enough to stop their rapid descent.

Both were swallowed whole.
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FIRST FLIGHT


Seated by the edge of the south bank, Joran hummed and even sang what he could of a song he couldn’t place, though its tune had plagued him for some time now. He enjoyed the sound of its uplifting notes, unsure whether he was recalling the words or making them up. They echoed in Morgwyn too, who watched the river beside him, as they had done since the Merdians attacked.

The water was not to be feared, however, nor a second attack for that matter. The dragon lent him a sense of strength and confidence he had never known. Indeed, the feeling upon his return was indescribable. It made Joran realise that a part of him had left when Kalaghan carried Morgwyn away. Only when they were together did it feel like his heart was actually in his chest.

“I’m sorry you even had to make such a choice,” Baelon said, one hand gripping Joran’s shoulder. “Kassanda should never have put you in that position. Had I known she was coming, I would have warned you.”

Something inside Morgwyn bristled at the sound of the Dragonlord’s voice, though he was careful not to reveal as much in his body language. Joran glanced back at him, his neck forced to crane if he was to meet his companion’s violet eyes. Without any words between them, Joran knew it was Baelon’s words and not his voice that irked Morgwyn.

The dragon didn’t trust him.

“In truth, I only wish she would return to us,” Baelon went on. “Garganafan too. Despite all that has transpired, I would give them a second chance to find their place among us once more. We would only be stronger for it, and I fear we will need that strength in the battles to come. I had hoped Dawnbreaker would give us all the advantage we could need, but we have been robbed of such hope.”

Joran thought of the sword and naturally thought of Kitrana Voden, wondering where she was at that particular moment. Had she found her way back to the sea? Had she freed her people yet? Was she even alive? Indeed, Joran hoped all of those things to be true, despite the fact that she would have permanently blinded him were it not for his mutated healing factor. The Nimean’s cause was a just one, as noble as the Riders’ themselves. That hadn’t stopped Baelon from cursing her with every other breath.

“Still no word on the egg?” Joran asked.

“It is yet to be found,” Baelon lamented. “Nor shall it be. Kassanda stole it—of that I’m sure.”

“I didn’t see it on her,” Joran commented, sure that he would have seen an orange dragon egg on her person.

“Then the dwarf stole it. Or the Andaren. Hells, it could even have been the Nimean. Perhaps the sword wasn’t enough. Never again,” Baelon swore. “Be it my own curiosity or down right necessity, the order shall never again permit outsiders into our midst. We can only trust each other, Joran. We’re going to need that trust for what comes next.”

“My Lord!” Garek called from across the clearing.

Baelon turned and surveyed his Riders and their dragons, seeing, as Joran did, that they were all ready to depart. Every Rider was encased inside their coloured scale mail and dark leather armour, tanned cloaks flapping in the breeze to reveal the silvyr blades at their hips. The dragons, however, had been born inside their armour of hardened scales and tough hide.

They were ready for war.

“Make ready to fly!” the Dragonlord commanded.

The order sent a ripple of apprehension through Joran. Morgwyn had yet to fly, having been brought back the same undignified way he had been taken. Such thoughts and emotions bled across their bond, eliciting a short, sharp exhalation from the young dragon.

Morgwyn was not a dragon to be doubted, his sense of self informed mostly by his seemingly royal heritage.

“Necessity is an excellent motivator,” Baelon commented, noting some of the anxiety Joran was failing to hide. “A congregation this size is easy enough for Morgwyn to track. Just get up there. Everything else will take care of itself.”

“Yes, Master.”

A light squawk stole their attention and turned them to Oaken. The Aegre was uneasy by the looks of him, his feathers flaring while his yellow eyes darted from dragon to dragon. Their collective movement was clearly interfering with his instincts, though it appeared he didn’t possess the instinct to retreat or hide. If anything, Joran would have guessed Oaken was preparing to take them all on.

“The Aegre remains your responsibility,” Baelon said sternly.

“He won’t be any trouble,” Joran replied, hardly believing his own words.

“When you catch up,” Baelon called back as he made his way towards Kalaghan, “I have more to impart. I will teach you everything you need to know about sanctuaries.”

Joran frowned. “Sanctuaries?”

Baelon scaled the side of Kalaghan and took his place in the saddle. “Don’t take too long! There’s still much to learn!”

Following his lead, the remaining dragons flapped their mighty wings and ascended into the sky. Parthagon was the last to take off, easily the slowest of them all since suffering wounds inflicted by Garganafan. His ice breath had damaged many of Parthagon’s silver scales, leaving Garek’s dragon with large patches of raw hide—vulnerable spots. Nor was he aided by his front right leg, which had yet to take his weight and given the dragon a limp.

Still, he was not to be grounded. Garek offered Joran a simple nod before the pair topped the waterfall and flew from sight. In their wake, Joran, Morgwyn, and Oaken were left in a clearing strewn with abandoned camping gear, a heap of charred Merdians, and a lot of blood-stained rock.

“We can do this,” Joran said aloud, rubbing his hands together.

But should we? Morgwyn countered, stumping the young Rider.

“What do you mean?”

We will fly today, the dragon proclaimed with infectious confidence. I question those we are to fly with. What we’re about to do will change everything, Joran. Any hope for the world my parents tried to forge will be lost. There will be no coming back from it.

“We’re going to make a better world,” Joran insisted.

You have the dragon heart, Morgwyn reminded him. Speak like a dragon.

Joran opened his mouth but caught himself. We can’t hope to bring about a time of dragons if we immediately position ourselves against the order.

Morgwyn ruffled his wings. You’re focusing on the end when you should be looking to the beginning. Forget the visions. Forego any destiny. We need be only ourselves and stay true to what we know to be right. If we can do that… If we can show this world unwavering valour. If we can stand before our enemies with unyielding honour. If we can bare to endure unending sacrifice. Only then will we inspire. Only then will we bring about a time of dragons.

Hearing the original creed come to life on the notes of Morgwyn’s voice only tightened the three-stranded cord of that most sacred tenet. They felt right in his heart, just as they did in his companion’s. But under the guidance of Baelon Vos, Joran’s heart wasn’t powerful enough to overcome logic.

There is no other way, Joran said plainly. There is no other side. There’s just the order and everyone else.

There is hope in Kassanda and Garganafan, Morgwyn argued.

They are not the other side of the line. They aren’t doing anything to stop this war, to stop The Dark One. Their hope is in me, in us. Kassanda would hide us away from the war for fear that we wouldn’t survive it. Is that not focusing on the end as well? Baelon is focusing on our beginning, he said pointedly. He can train us so we don’t need to hide.

Do not be taken in by his honeyed words, Joran. His desire to grow the order begins with us—he has as much interest in our destiny as Kassanda, if not more.

Of course he wants to grow the order, Joran retorted. If we’re to keep the peace from east to west there needs to be more of us. A lot more.

And you can live with the price of that future? Morgwyn questioned bluntly. Blood for peace. Death for life. The dragon sighed. Killing thousands of people won’t end the war, it will only spark a war without end.

That… It won’t come to that. We will make sure of it. Please, Morgwyn. Trust me. Trust that our place is among the Dragon Riders, just as it was for Icerys and Malliath.

The dragon slowly approached him, his long neck and horned head dipping to meet the young Rider. Joran gripped each side of his companion’s jaw and let his forehead rest against Morgwyn’s snout, almost between his eyes.

No…

Joran heard the word clearly in his mind, though it felt more like the cutting of a blade.

“No?” he repeated, stepping back.

No, Morgwyn said again, his heart breaking. So long as you stand in the shadow of Baelon Vos, I cannot trust you. I have seen nothing of the order my mother fought and died for. I have seen nothing of the oaths my father forged. And I will not be used to further twist what they sacrificed themselves for—what they gave everything for.

“What are you doing?” Joran cried, watching his companion walk away.

Morgwyn stopped in the clearing before the trees, his head half turned to lay a single eye on Joran. What I was born to do, he answered. I’m going to save you, Joran Pendain.

The dragon turned away, his legs crouching beneath him while his wings unfurled and flicked high. His tail remained rigid, an inch above the ground as his gaze shifted to take in the open sky.

Joran took a hurried step towards his companion, one hand shooting out as if he could hold the dragon down. His tears almost blinded him to the most magnificent thing he had ever seen.

Morgwyn launched into the heavens and soared as he was always meant to.

Without Joran…
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A FAMILIAR STRANGER


Out of respect, Cob had bathed before entering the garden of bones, his skin cleansed if not his soul. In the days since arriving at New Nithrael, the ranger had yet to return to the fashion of his people, who favoured shoulder cloaks and bright colours. While tempted to return to what he knew of that familiar and comfortable attire, it felt too much like a boy wearing his father’s clothes.

And so, he stepped foot into the hallowed canyon of the long dead having retained his dark and tattered cloak, scored leathers, and scuffed boots.

From the natural rock, smooth walls had been hewn, each shaped into arches and each housing numerous plaques inside ornate circles. For every circle on the wall there was an alcove hidden behind it, a tomb for every dead member of House Thayne.

Those closest to the entrance were the earliest of kings and queens to reign over Qalanqath. Only two of the circles, however, belonged to a king and queen who had actually ruled over Kanofell itself. Cob felt compelled to stop and read their plaques.

King Tiberian Thayne, first of his name, first cursed, first exiled.

Queen Kasula Thayne, the redeemer.

They were the last to see Kanofell, and what a lasting vision it must have been, its cities alight with dragon fire, the skies blackened with smoke, and its streets filled with a victorious enemy. It must have broken their spirits, yet Cob couldn’t find it in himself to feel sorry for Tiberian or even his queen, Kasula.

They had let The Dark One in.

They were either too weak or too wicked to recognise the evil in him. Whichever it had been, the result was the same for the Kedradi, who suffered and strived for generations before they conquered the deserts of Erador. House Thayne suffered still because of them. Aurelian would suffer.

Leaving those who had doomed him to their rest, Cob moved all the way down the wall, past the rest of his ancestors. At the very end, where candles burned on small shelves and across the ground, the latest wall to be carved out of the canyon was for his family alone. At eye level, he looked upon two burial rings, side by side.

Adonis Thayne, third of his name, one hundred and sixty-seventh cursed.

Donnelia Thayne, who died of a broken heart.

Cob’s anger bubbled before his father’s grave, but found his mother’s presence—even in death—to be a soothing balm. He placed one hand inside the raised ring that encompassed her small tomb. His heart still ached for the loss of her, though not nearly so much as it ached for his brother Cassius. The ranger crouched, his hand sliding down the smooth stone until his fingers were touching the name etched into the rock.

Cassius Thayne, one hundred and sixty-ninth cursed.

It was the first time he had ever visited his brother’s resting place. He hadn’t even been permitted to attend the funeral, brought in after the ceremony to see his body before it was interred.

“I miss you, little brother,” he whispered.

He thought of Aurelian growing up and following in Cassius’s footsteps, driven to death by the need to satiate the curse. It would have broken his mother’s heart all over again were she still among them. It would break Hurelia’s instead, as well as Thedonus’s and Aurelian’s sisters, Adowa and Esca. His fate would rot all of them in some way.

The sound of a tapping stick echoed through the canyon, informing the ranger that Androma was only moments away from entering the garden of bones. He kissed two fingers and touched them to Cassius’s name before rising to greet the old Rider.

She was notably aggravated before even opening her mouth.

“I see you’re back from your hunt,” Androma stated bluntly.

“Yes, I tracked down a⁠—”

“Good,” she cut in. “We need to leave. I can’t stay here much longer.”

Cob scrutinised his companion, observing the telltale signs of sleep deprivation and exhaustion. “The desert isn’t for everyone,” he remarked.

“It’s not the heat, though I could do without it.” Androma sighed and pursed her lips. “I don’t feel safe here, nor welcome for that matter. It’s keeping my heart at quite the pace.”

“Your senses are heightened,” Cob said, imaging the elixir running rampant in her veins, her blood coursing faster than usual.

“Indeed. It’s impossible to sleep when you can hear the rats on the other side of the palace. Hells, I can even hear the bones grinding inside my own body. You don’t know discomfort until you can taste the sweat of every man, woman, and child, every second of the day.”

“We can leave,” Cob assured her. “My sister might insist we wait until nightfall though.”

Androma sighed again, her patience paper thin. “And Thedonus is to accompany us?”

“That is Hurelia’s wish.”

“He’s too big,” she complained. “There’s nowhere we can go where he won’t stand out.”

“I know.”

“A degree of stealth will be required if we are to get within striking distance of our quarry.”

“I know.”

“Passage to Harendun will prove more costly, not to mention the questions we will garner.”

“I know.”

“Will you stop being so damned calm!” the old Rider snapped. “This entire journey has been a colossal waste of time. Who knows what Skara might have achieved while we’ve been sweating in the desert. The only thing we can be certain of is that our enemy is one step ahead of us now. I hate to imagine how many more steps ahead he will be by the time we catch up…”

Cob noted her twitch of the head, one ear cocked towards the entrance.

“What is it?”

“Someone’s coming.” She sniffed the air. “Thedonus,” she intoned miserably.

The broad-shouldered Kedradi soon entered the garden of bones, one large hand resting on the pommel of his Draven scimitar. “Your presence is required in the throne room,” he reported.

“We were just leaving actually,” Androma replied with a disingenuous smile. “I’m sure you’ll catch us up.”

“It wasn’t a request,” Thedonus told her, gesturing for them to depart the garden of bones.

Cob bowed his head. “We are all servants of the queen.”

With one last look at his family’s wall, and a promise in his heart, the ranger left them to their rest.
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Ushered into The Red Palace via the servants’ entrance, so as to avoid the lingering protesters at the front gate, Cob and Androma were escorted up to the throne room, where the queen of Qalanqath awaited them. Absent any attendees or children, it was that much more obvious that there was only one other in the chamber beside Hurelia.

Thedonus closed the doors behind them and moved to stand beside his wife while the ranger assessed what he could of the stranger standing by the window. He could only see the man from behind, his attention gripped by something outside, but Cob knew without a doubt that the stranger was Eradoran.

Like Androma, his skin was too pale to have been native to the sun-baked lands of Qalanqath, and there was much to see since his scalp was as smooth as an egg. His attire was that of the northern folk as well, his long robe of expensive black silks and delicate cottons stretching around a rotund midriff.

The queen shifted in her seat. “Valarius, Androma. Thank you for coming. I’m glad to see you returned from your hunt, brother.”

Cob considered the bald man off to the side and decided he would remain formal in his response. “We would not refuse you, your Grace. ’Tis an honour to serve you.”

Androma said nothing.

“As you can see,” Hurelia went on, glancing towards the Eradoran, “you are not the only guests in my house this day. I believe you’re already acquainted with each other…”

Turning from the window, the stranger smiled pleasantly enough at them, his round face rising into his cheeks.

Cob narrowed his eyes suspiciously at the man—he had truly never seen him before.

“You’re every bit as rugged as Galahart said you were,” the stranger said, his smooth voice more provocative than anything else.

The ranger frowned. “Galahart?” He was struck by revelation the moment the spymaster’s name left his lips. “You’re Galahart.”

“In the flesh,” he replied, hands flaring at his sides. “Should I call you Cob or Valarius?” he asked, perhaps mockingly.

“Prince Valarius will do,” Hurelia interjected, subduing the spymaster into a curt bow of the head.

“Of course, your Grace. My apologies, Prince Valarius. And you must be Androma,” he went on, looking past the ranger. “I’ve heard nothing but good things.”

“What are you doing here, Spymaster?” she demanded.

“That’s what I love about you Dragon Riders. You don’t let immortality get in the way of time. Straight to it. Though I see immortality has left you behind, my dear.”

“Galahart,” the queen articulated firmly. “You bade I have patience until they arrived. They have arrived. Do get on with it.”

He bowed again, his hands coming up in surrender. “I have come from Broadcastle,” he began in his velvety voice. “I was sorry to miss your brief visit. I should like to take you on a tour of the old town upon your return. I know a place that serves the most exquisite fish.”

Queen Hurelia tilted her head.

Galahart cleared his throat. “Apologies. I have come on behalf of King Edris of House Etragon. The king was becoming most distressed to hear that there have been no sightings of the Kedradi forces moving north.”

“Nor shall there be,” Hurelia proclaimed.

“I see,” Galahart purred, looking to the ranger. “Did you bring up the matter we discussed?”

“We haven’t discussed anything,” Cob retorted. “We haven’t even met before today.”

Quite theatrically, and out the side of his mouth, Galahart replied, “You were supposed to relay the urgency of the situation.”

“I am aware of the situation,” Hurelia said, her voice laden with irritation. “Your… emissaries, have already informed me of recent events. We know the Great Shadow has returned. I believe he’s in Harendun, yes? That makes him an Andaren problem.”

Galahart flashed a sad smile. “If only it were so, your Grace. But we face a foe so dangerous he has a name and a legend in every culture under the sky and beneath the waves. You call him the Great Shadow, the Andarens named him the Eikor, the dwarves tell tales of the fearsome Talakin, and my people knew him simply as The Dark One. His return is not to be taken lightly.”

“Nor is the might of the Andarens,” Hurelia countered. “I expect that’s a fact you didn’t need pointing out though.”

“Quite, your Grace.”

“Surely they will quash any unrest he might stir up,” the queen supposed.

“He didn’t go to Harendun to antagonise the Andarens, your Grace. For some years now the city has existed outside of Andaren law.”

“And your laws by all accounts,” Hurelia replied knowingly.

Galahart smiled. “Then you have been appraised of the situation.”

“The Kedradi do not involve themselves in your affairs, Spymaster, but that does not mean we are blind to them. We know that the Dragon Rider, Vander, has claimed Harendun as his own, along with the forces left over after the latest siege.”

“Indeed, your Grace. Though I feel it important to point out that even if Harendun remained under Andaren rule, they would do nothing to quash the schemes of The Dark One. He is within the embrace of the Skaramangians now. They control the highest echelons of power in the west.”

“I wonder if the same could be said of the east,” the queen posed, a not so subtle jab at King Edris, if not the spymaster himself. “From what I have been told of this secret organisation, their reach is not to be underestimated.”

“How right you are, your Grace. It’s also my job to be right. When I’m wrong people die.”

“I’m fairly confident people die when you’re right too,” Hurelia quipped.

“Just so,” the spymaster said, and without a hint of remorse. “I know I speak for the king when I say we would be most distressed were any Kedradi to die.”

“Is that a threat?” Thedonus demanded.

“No threat. A sad inevitability, I’m afraid. You see, if I’m right about what’s about to happen, the Kedradi will die sooner rather than later if you stand by and do nothing. If I’m wrong,” Galahart proposed, his demeanour suggesting such a thing was unlikely, “then the Kedradi will die a little later than calculated, but they will die all the same.”

“I do not see it that way,” the queen told him plainly.

“Then you’re not looking at all the pieces on the board,” the bald man dared to reply. “Just because events aren’t connected doesn’t mean they can’t be used to advance other pieces.”

“Are there any Galaharts that make sense?” Cob asked in frustration.

“You must be thinking of Galahart,” the spymaster replied. “My god that man’s such a priggish bore.”

“The pieces, Galahart,” Androma cajoled.

“Right! The pieces. Thank you, darling. Unlike your typical game, there are three sides to this game of ours. Andara, Erador, and…” He let his words hang in the air expectantly.

“Baelon Vos,” Androma finished.

“Baelon Vos!” Galahart confirmed. “Given what we know of The Dark One, he’s going to seek control over all three sides.”

“Isn’t that what all of them want?” the queen remarked.

“Quite, your Grace,” Galahart agreed. “Naturally, we would look to Andara first since The Dark One made for their shores so quickly. This course of action makes sense given that the Skaramangians worship him like a god, and they offer him control of an entire army. So why go to Harendun? It’s the one place in all of Andara where the Skaramangians have no authority.

“So you have to look at Erador,” he continued. “There’s Skaramangians on our side of the map too, but not nearly enough or in any position of power to be of use to him right now.”

“Why not?” Cob asked.

“Because the Skaramangians are a scalpel, and The Dark One desires a hammer.”

“How could you know that?” Androma questioned, and doubtfully so.

“Because a scalpel will take too long, and what he craves more than anything is up for grabs right now—if his hammer’s big enough. And what does a man like that crave more than anything?” Galahart asked, taking the words right out of the ranger’s mouth. “Power and control. It’s all he’s ever known. To live any other way would be just wrong in his eyes.”

Cob folded his arms. “And that’s up for grabs?”

“And there I was hoping you were more than just a pretty face,” the spymaster said patronisingly. “You’re not looking at all the pieces,” he went on, tapping Cob’s shoulder with every word. “I don’t care how powerful he is, no one man can take the whole realm—he needs an army. As I just pointed out, Andara and Erador lie beyond his reach. For now. But there’s another army yet to make themselves known.”

“Harendun,” Androma announced.

“Harendun,” Galahart echoed. “Everybody knows Vander and Herragax are puppets for Baelon Vos—the hammer Skara truly desires. And as far as the game is concerned, Baelon Vos is the only player on the board who can give him access to dragons,” he added casually, as if that detail wasn’t enough to change the course of history.

“Baelon Vos will never share his power,” Androma stated flatly.

“He hasn’t spent all these years amassing his strength in Harendun to just hand it over,” Cob said, adding to his companion’s argument.

“Listen to the pair of you, talking like you know a thing or two. You’ve only just stepped on the board. Baelon’s playing the waiting game, as immortals are wont to do. He has only to wait until the east and west have weakened each other enough before he makes his move. The Dark One, however, is a player no one saw coming, not even the impudent Dragonlord himself. His intentions will prove to be a complication, but if this wizard’s everything the legends say he is, he’ll likely convince Baelon to turn that complication into an alliance. Don’t get me wrong, it only ends with one of them killing the other, but they’ll both hold off until the time is right, when both realms are on their knees, and all that’s left between them is a crown to fight over.”

“Let’s say you’re right,” Cob said, going along with the theory. “What does Skara do with an army and a dragon at his disposal?”

“Look at all the pieces,” Galahart insisted again, frustration seeping into his voice. “You must, because I can guarantee the man who once conquered the world is looking at them.”

“He’s going to take the crown,” Androma declared, her voice low and cold with grim revelation.

Cob looked at her, desperate to see it all as she did. “The crown? You mean Erador?”

“That’s exactly what she means,” Galahart confirmed.

“Now is the perfect time to strike,” the old Rider explained. “Kassanda had the king move the army. They’re not in Erador anymore.”

“They sailed north of The Deep,” the spymaster said. “As we speak, they are recovering after their battle with the Andaren army between the towers. Neither side is even aware that there’s another army they should be defending against. And why would they? Baelon’s had Vander keep a tight leash around the army in Harendun.”

The truth of it struck the ranger then, the truth of what was really up for grabs. “Valgala… Valgala is vulnerable to attack.”

Galahart sighed with satisfaction. “There remains a battalion of Homeguard stationed around the capital, but they won’t be nearly enough if The Dark One arrives with an army from Harendun. Not to mention Herragax, Vander’s dragon.”

“But Aran’saur is equally vulnerable if their army is also in the north,” Cob voiced. “Surely it would be easier to move an army that’s already on Andaren soil and take their capital.”

Galahart was shaking his head. “Easier to move them, perhaps, but not so easy to get through The Saible. You can’t pass through The Gap without running into that fortress. Even with Herragax, the losses would be too great and they would only face more defences as they advanced into the west. Erador has more vulnerabilities. By sea, they could breach our borders at either Caster Hold or Broadcastle without ever having lost a man. So you see, in one move he could take the first crown on the board and change the face of the war. How many more moves do you think it would take to win the whole thing?”

“That’s if you’re right,” Hurelia pointed out from her throne. “And if you’re wrong?”

Galahart looked the queen square in the eyes. “I’m not wrong.”

Hurelia shifted uncomfortably in her overly large seat. “Then we can only hope that your theory is flawed, Spymaster.”

“Theory? Oh, apologies, your Grace. Perhaps I have been somewhat misleading.” He paused to clear his throat. “Caster Hold is on fire.”

The atmosphere in the room suddenly changed as a collective frown was shared amongst all but Galahart.

“What are you talking about?” Androma asked.

“Harendun has been emptied of its soldiers—every last one of them. They descended on Caster Hold behind Vander and Herragax. It was put to dragon’s fire. Their forces have since moved ever eastward. They’ve likely torched Farnfoss by now. Grim as it may be, our only hope is that they take their time sacking Thedaria. Because when they’re done with that fair city, they will take the mountain pass to The Misted Road and it’s straight to Valgala from there.”

Cob could hardly imagine the bloodshed. “This is really happening?”

Galahart’s smooth head swivelled on the ranger, his melodic tone and light-hearted behaviour descending into something more serious. “The Dark One has made his first move, and it will prove to be a cataclysmic one if we fail to act now.”

“Cataclysmic for King Edris,” Hurelia specified.

Galahart turned to stand directly before the queen, his fingers poised together across his lap. “Valgala will fall, your Grace. Hundreds of thousands will die. From there, Freygard, Elder Hall, Allisander—all the major cities and everything in between will burn next, and the number of dead will grow tenfold. Then The Dark One will set his sights on Andara.

“But,” he emphasised, “a good tactician makes sure they won’t suffer a flanking attack before advancing, and I’d wager our enemy is an outstanding tactician. Before he makes his move on our cousins in the west, he will make certain all of Erador is under his control. I imagine the Jainus will be crushed shortly after the capital falls. The Gilded will suffer the same fate, as will any rebellious Blood Lords.

“After that, his attention will inevitably fall on the Kedradi, a real threat to his power, his control. When that happens, you won’t face Vander and his merry band, nor just Herragax. By then, The Dark One will possess the full might of Erador and Baelon Vos combined. He will turn the armies of man against your people, and they will invade your lands under a shadow of dragons.”

The spymaster took a breath, composing himself once more. “And that, your Grace, is not a theory. ’Tis a future as inescapable as your history is undeniable—a history that rests on the precipice of repeating itself.”

Silence and tension filled the space between them all as that dire reality sank in.

With no response from the queen, Galahart said, “I sent Prince Valarius and Androma in the hope that they could convince you to play your own part on the board, but that time has passed. I am here, now, because the game has already begun. And while you might not see it, your Grace, everyone not aligned with The Dark One is on the same side, and that side is already losing. Fight now, when the enemy isn’t expecting you, and you might win. Wait to fight later, when the world is burning, and you will perish.”

Hurelia’s lips were shaped perfectly to respond with a resounding no when Cob interjected.

“You said you could not allow our people to bleed for this family, for Aurelian alone. But now they must fight for their own sons, their own daughters. Do not rob them of that chance, sister. War is upon them one way or another. I say we fight on our terms, at the hour of our choosing, not when the enemy is at our gates.”

The queen sat back in her throne, her dark eyes so glassy as to be alight with reflection.

Androma shifted her staff to one side, impatient as always. “What say you?”
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OPEN WATER


With only her hunger with which to judge the passing time, Kitrana Voden knew days had gone by when she finally emerged from the labyrinthine network of tunnels and caverns that pot-marked the underwater foundations of the surface world. By taste alone, the Nimean had navigated her way to the waters of The Deep and, at last, got her bearings.

It had felt joyous to reach open waters, the confines of unbearably tight tunnels and jagged crevices having been cause for panic at times. Dawnbreaker was an ever-present ally, however, allowing the Nimean to literally forge a path, its bright blade shearing through rock like heated steel through butter.

Having ripped her cloak into useful strips, Kit had fashioned a strap that allowed her to swim with the weapon of power on her back. Possessing it made her feel invincible and, at the same time, utterly vulnerable, as if the sword was calling out to all who would try to claim it for themselves. She was haunted by visions of her enemies rising from the darkest depths, hands outstretched to take the blade from her.

The enemy, however, was not so deep.

Twice had the Nimean crossed currents with a Merdian patrol. The first she had nearly mistaken as the Jinn, and even made to approach her aquatic cousins, only to spot the giant Karathasaur taking shape behind them.

The second patrol would have surely discovered her had a pod of orcas not been passing through the area.

It had been some years since she had attempted to sing, but there was nothing quite like desperation and a sense of urgency to bring out the best in one’s abilities. The many vocal flaps inside her throat had vibrated at speed, her pitch rising and falling as she searched for the right melody.

The orcas heard her call, but the power of her voice was not nearly so good as that of others. She had once been forced to watch as the Merdian bright commander, Gelka Ornst, had called upon her Karathasaur to rise from the depths and devour the Nimean princess. That was well beyond Kit’s skill, but she didn’t need to coax a Karathasaur so much as convince the orcas that she belonged to their pod and needed concealing from predators.

She had felt the patrol’s attention shifting in her direction as they wondered whether they were looking at a person or a young whale in the pod’s midst. Doing her best to stay calm, Kitrana continued to sing, testing the different variations in her throat until…

The orca’s matriarch slowed down enough for the battle maiden to latch on to one of her pectoral fins, having her depart those waters shielded and unseen.

Able to swim faster than any human could run and without the trouble of varying terrain, Kitrana swiftly speared through the strip of water that separated Erador’s curling tail of land and Andara’s sloping coast. It was there, under a midday sun, that she came across a fleet of ships silhouetted against the bright surface.

Only once did she bob her head above the water and observe the fleet out of curiosity. They were easily identified as men of Erador, their red sails displaying the black and scaled sword of House Etragon. She had last seen them while flying over the land, between The Watchtower of Argunsuun and White Tower, while astride Kalaghan. Then, of course, they had been fighting for their lives against the Andaren army.

Neither Baelon nor Grarfath had known the outcome of the battle, and so Kitrana had no way of knowing if the soldiers were returning to Caster Hold victorious or not. Either way, their war would have to wait.

Hugging Andara’s eastern coastline, the Nimean parted ways with the fleet and continued south, her amphibious body enjoying every second of unobstructed swimming. It was early one morning, as the surface sparkled under the fresh light of a new dawn, when Kit recognised the underwater cliffs on her right. They immediately conjured old memories, slowing her down. Harendun was just above her.

Through the twinkling debris of the ocean matter, she could even see the flooded cave entrance that led into the ruins of the old city—now the foundations of Harendun. Entering that cave, seventeen years ago, had been the beginning of a hellish chapter in the battle maiden’s life.

After discovering the bones of what she now knew to be a Golem, as well as the all-powerful axe, she had been chased back into open waters by the Vorge, the most brutal and animalistic of all the Mer-folk. That violent encounter had been the tip of the iceberg.

Shifting her attention to the curtain of murky water, where even her eyes could no longer penetrate, she located the area where the Merdian patrol had captured her. She shuddered recalling the Karathasaur that had dragged her through the ocean, her wrists bound and tethered to the creature.

What brief glimpse of hope she had then gained after being rescued by her own people was quickly shattered when the Merdians closed their trap. She had been no more than bait, it seemed, and the prey had taken it. Years of toil, pain, and suffering had followed for every Nimean survivor.

Suspended in the water, her black hair floating wildly behind her, Kitrana Voden fought back the despair that would devour her. The surface world had so many champions, would-be heroes who banded together and stood against those who would crush the weak. It seemed there was only her beneath the waves, a solitary warrior who still had strength enough to draw a line in the sand, to face death so others might be spared it.

The battle maiden had long given up hope that the Jinn or the Kells might interfere, the two having formed an alliance against the Merdians. For the first few years of tunnelling in The Black Vault, many Nimeans had entertained the idea that—any day—the cavern would come under attack, that the alliance would free them. For a time, Kitrana had even believed they would.

Alas, their alliance had been formed to dissuade the Merdians from invading their territory rather than bring their combined forces to bear. Such dissuasion would only last so long, of course. As soon as the Merdian’s Dread Queen possessed Dawnbreaker, she would barter with the Skaramangians, trading the weapon for more magic, such as the spells she had already used to tame a deep dragon. The Jinns and the Kells would fall to that magic, both cultures unaware of the devastation it was capable of.

That left Kitrana to the task alone. She would free what remained of her people. Then she would ensure the Merdians never threatened another soul in the water world.

It sounded so simple when she thought of it like that. That simplicity would soon be undone by the blood she intended to spill.

Her whole body set to its rippling motion, the battle maiden returned to her swimming rhythm and left Harendun and its memories behind.

All but thoughts of Gallien Drakalis fell away. The smuggler had been pressing on the periphery ever since Joran had told her of the grim events on Nareene. Harendun brought him to the forefront. It hadn’t been the last time she had seen him, but it had been the last time anything felt relatively normal in her life. At that point, she had been scouring the surface world in search of the blade, joining Gallien here and there whenever he got a tip about a big score.

Even now Kit struggled to understand that the man she had known, a man she had been intimate with, was something else entirely. Everything about the smuggler, right down to the smallest part of his personality, had been the fabrication of a splintered mind. It was even more a struggle to understand that the mind in question was that of Skara Pendain, The Dark One, original wielder of the very sword she had sworn an oath to protect.

That fact didn’t make her heart ache any less for the loss of the man she had known. Gallien, however brief his existence had actually been, would always be a good man in her memories and, perhaps, a glimmer of hope that there was something good lingering inside The Dark One.

Like the war above, he was an enemy she didn’t have time for. The Black Vault awaited.
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Swim, hunt, sleep, repeat. For days more Kitrana kept to the routine, her body entering brief intermittent stages of rest that never stopped her from swimming. Having curled around the short leg of land that protruded from Andara’s coast, the battle maiden was now floating before the gargantuan opening that snaked through the continent’s bedrock.

Despite the seventeen years that had passed since she was forced into that giant maw, she recalled the near-impenetrable darkness that continued all the way to The Black Vault. Another few days of swimming would be required to reach the inner chamber, where her people were being held.

Kitrana wondered how many Merdians would be stationed inside the long tunnel, each part of a relay that would ensure those guarding the vault area were alerted to invaders. She hoped there would be many.

Inch by inch she infiltrated those murky depths, her eyes working furiously to shed the darkness. The tunnel revealed itself in time and in an array of colours no human or Andaren could hope to see in the abyss. Her first day of travel was eerily quiet, seeing her accompanied by small schools of fish and a trio of sting rays that trailed her for several hours.

Her second day was quite different.

The Merdians were camped to the right of the tunnel, their supplies and gear tethered to an outcropping of rock. Between them was a natural vent that spewed out a steady stream of warm water that distorted the bronze figures. For the first time in her life—at least, since she was a child—Kitrana found herself thinking about the males of the Merdian queendom as she observed them from afar.

Like Nimeans, Merdians existed in a matriarchy, only the Merdians exacted a brutal regime over their male counterparts. She had heard tales of little Merdian girls luring in sharks to devour small boys for nothing more than fun. And should they manage to reach adulthood, none were permitted to age beyond their prime. The moment a man was labelled too old—whatever his task—he was subjected to The Praxis. It was a fancy name, Kitrana had discovered, for death by deep dragon, since every male was forced to challenge one. Should they survive the encounter, which they never did, they would be allowed to live.

It was considered barbaric by every other race of the Mer-folk, save the Vorge who didn’t care about anything they couldn’t eat. There had been appeals and protests and attempted political interventions over the centuries by the other races, but none had made a difference to what went on inside the Merdian walls.

She even recalled an old legend that they had once attempted to alter the colour of every male’s skin, so the females alone could exhibit their exotic bronze complexion. By every telling of the legend, it had been disastrous for the males, who died with every attempt. As it was, male or female, every Merdian was a deep bronze of skin and bald of scalp, with bright white teeth as sharp as any shark.

If only their plight was enough to stop Kitrana from slaughtering them all.

The first the Merdians knew of her presence in the tunnel was the light emitted by Dawnbreaker. It was instantly blinding in that thick void, and even after they managed to look in her direction, she remained concealed behind the wall of light.

As fast as any sailfish, the battle maiden closed the gap and swept her sword through their camp. She felt no resistance, the only evidence that she had struck anything felt in the disturbance created by the implosion and smoky debris left in her wake.

A swift flip brought her into the wall feet first, allowing the Nimean to rebound at speed and strike again. One of the Merdians tried to defend himself against what he could only perceive as a deadly light, but learned all too late that his spear was about as useful as his silvyr armour.

After adding another cloud of dark debris to the water, Kitrana kicked out a leg and turned herself around, there to face the remaining two. As she had on land, when obstructed by Joran, the battle maiden was able to see perfectly through the intense light, the blade itself a length of shadow in her eyes.

Spearing towards her foes, Kit lashed out left, then right, each swing intercepting their wild blows. By the time she had passed between them and turned around again, they were gone, disintegrated like all else that came into contact with the weapon of power. That didn’t stop them from advancing on her, the Nimean’s silhouette visible when she turned.

With hardly a swing, and only one at that, she killed them both, muddying the waters one final time with a violent implosion. In all the decades of her life, she had never killed anyone so easily. As exhilarating as that was, she discovered that vengeance lacked the sweetness she had been anticipating.

That was not to deter the Nimean, who helped herself to their supplies and the various pieces of armour that had been put to one side. She would kill a few more and see if that made any difference.

Even if it didn’t, she would still kill them all…


47
BLACK ABYSS


17 Years Ago…

Swallowed whole by that sea of conjured black, Daijen and Valyra were transported from the bottom of the world to the very top.

Into a storm.

Into chaos.

Valyra’s wings were still flapping wildly to prevent the impact that never came. Now they were plummeting through turbulent clouds, buffeted by powerful winds, and blinded by spasms of lightning. It felt to Daijen that it was raining from every direction, his hair and cloak whipped up into a frenzy above him.

The Aegre tried to correct her flight and gain some kind of control over their barrelling fall, but the storm continued to throw them down and round. Only after plunging so far did the Vahlken grasp their surroundings.

Looking up, the same black portal he had seen take shape at the base of The Eros Mountains was in the sky, braced in the grip of the engulfing storm that had birthed it. Lightning, miles long, raced across the edges, ripping through the muddy clouds.

Valyra let loose an alarmed squawk, tearing Daijen’s attention away from the portal above. He barley glimpsed the top of the jagged mountain before the Aegre was forced to dramatically alter their trajectory. Her wings closed in, and her head shifted to the right, taking her body with it. They skimmed the peak of the mountain and hurled down between the sharp spires, the Vahlken kept in his saddle by mutated strength alone.

As they descended the mountain at speed, however, something else was rising up to meet them. It seemed a sheer wall of rocky debris preceded it, the mountain face chewed up by its colossal steps. Valyra flapped her wings to take out some of their speed before they rammed into several tons of churned stone. At the last second, the Aegre was able to hook right, across the rugged terrain, narrowly avoiding the avalanche that ran up the mountain.

Daijen had to look back. He had to know what could climb a mountain so fast and with such awesome power that it reduced the rock to powder. The answer emerged from the destruction with an ear-splitting roar that drowned out the storm, its monstrous legs prising from the stone to claw its way to the peak.

A Leviathan.

On six legs, it thundered up the mountain, a pair of slithering tails swishing through the debris in its wake. Its head was dotted with bulbous eyes, all of which reflected the lightning around the portal that hovered directly over the mountain. With its horned snout pointed up, the creature of legend powered through until a mighty leap was required to see it ascend the gap and enter Verda.

Daijen missed the Leviathan’s jump while Valyra navigated an outcropping of ever-shifting rock, the foundations greatly disturbed by the enormous monster’s rapid climb. When the view was clear again, the Vahlken whipped his head around and up, his heart pounding with fear.

Thanks to unfathomable strength, the Leviathan cleared the mountain and rose towards the portal. Its curved and pointed snout was seconds away from piercing the black veil when the Amon-Agin closed the portal from their end, just as they said they would. The gateway imploded with shocking speed, and the Leviathan continued to rise on its momentum, filling the empty space yet to be swarmed by the storm.

Only then did Daijen take in the vista that reigned across the heavens. Unlike any sky he had ever seen, the Shadow Realm existed beneath an inky sea of oily clouds. There was no seeing beyond them or the multitude of colours that seeped from one cloud to another.

The Leviathan penetrated that strange expanse by no more than its first set of legs before it ran out of momentum. Daijen was transfixed, convinced that he was about to witness an almighty impact that would destroy the Shadow Realm for good.

It didn’t fall.

The Vahlken did not frighten easily. He had stared into the jaws of extinction more than once without flinching. But now, eyes wide and mouth agape, some primal terror, older than instinct, took root.

From the swirling furnace of clouds above, something slithered—vast and wet and silent. A single tentacle, slick as oil and thicker than a city wall, had uncoiled from the storm like a sea serpent from ancient myth. It had looped around the Leviathan, wrapping its craggy midsection in a slow, merciless grip.

The beast was now twisting in the air, thrashing, its thunderous jaws snapping against nothing. But the sky held it firm. Then came more.

Three additional tentacles erupted from the gloom, each claiming a different part of the Leviathan—one coiling around a leg, another around its tails, the last across its throat. The monster fought, but the heavens had already decided. It was hoisted upward, limbs flailing, into that sickly fog above.

Daijen watched, frozen, as shapes moved within the clouds—vast silhouettes gliding like gods. One. Two. A dozen or more. The sky was not empty. It was full of predators.

The shadows collided.

A sound followed—distant before rising into a terrible crescendo. Horns, blown in discordant unity, moaned across the heavens.

A single tentacle breached the cloud bank for a moment, then a great fin, slick and barbed, sliced through the last threads of storm.

It began to rain.

Not water. Not ice.

Flesh.

Valyra ducked the first falling mass—a steaming chunk of Leviathan meat that slammed into the ground below. She banked hard, wings folding and flaring in a wild zigzag, dodging more. The sky came apart in a red torrent. Shredded flesh. Snapped bone. A downpour of blood that painted the air crimson.

As fast as she could, Valyra flew beyond the fallout zone and made for the barren land that stretched out below them. Her talons clacked against the stone as she landed in a dead run, slowing only when Daijen pulled hard on his handles. He turned the Aegre around so they could see what remained of the clash in the sky, only to witness the shadows dispersing, the feast already at end. Whatever they were, they swam through the oily clouds like sharks through water, departing now in search of more prey.

Prey...

The truth of the priestess’s words struck him then. This was a place where even dragons were prey. That was all the clearer having just watched a Leviathan, a creature fifty times the size of any dragon, being devoured in seconds. The Shadow Realm was Black Abyss in all but name.

Tearing his gaze away from the hunting grounds above, Daijen’s eyes went in search of the sun, seeking the time of day in which they had arrived in that hellish world. Turning in his saddle, the sun was easy enough to find as it hung in the space between the horizon and the dense clouds.

It was just as alien to him as everything else.

While considerably larger than the sun that brought life to Verda, its light was dismal, an insipid glow that tried to extend its reach beyond the moon that eclipsed it. Shrouded in absolute darkness, the moon was featureless, a sable orb that served no purpose but to blot out the sun. The exhausted light touched the tops of a forest in the distance, a black wall that might have been mistaken for stone were it not for the…

Daijen narrowed his gaze and pierced the distance to see the truth of that forest. While it could be described as the latter, it was certainly not made of trees. He could make out the smooth curve of enormous mushrooms—thousands of them. They sat at the base of a gnarled mountain range, its peaks seemingly shattered while other sections curled and arched in ways never seen in Verda, in ways the laws of nature should never have allowed.

Among the twisted stone was yet more mushrooms, the fungus content to grow out of anything, including the gargantuan bones that littered the mountains like an animal graveyard.

The sky cracked!

Jolted in his saddle, Daijen looked up as Valyra squawked and set her own yellow gaze upon that hideous canvas. The portal had opened again. The Vahlken couldn’t make sense of it. Why had the Amon-Agin opened it again so soon?

Then it closed, imploding dramatically once more.

Daijen remained stunned in his saddle, his eyes fixed on the sky. A mistake perhaps? Or possibly⁠—

The sky boomed, the wretched air torn asunder yet again. The clouds were pushed back, kept at bay by the storm that raged around the edge of the black circle.

Then it imploded. Again.

For several minutes, the Vahlken watched the phenomenon follow this repeating pattern, its arrival thundering across the realm like a slow drum. Valyra squawked every time, shouting at the sky.

“I know, I know,” he said, patting her reassuringly. “There must be a reason they’re…”

The truth slipped through the bars of his confusion and took root in his gut, there to coil in dread. It wasn’t a mistake. The portal between worlds wasn’t being opened and closed at rapid intervals. It was opening and closing exactly when the First Her said it would.

“Shake free any notion of time, Daijen Saeth,” the crone had told him. “Where you’re going you will have lots of it.”

He looked up again, witnessing the birth of another portal before it unceremoniously closed again. They had vowed to open it once every day.

Every day.

Again, it ripped open the sky with another cacophonous drum beat. How many times had he seen it open and close already?

How many days had passed in Verda while he had spent minutes in the Shadow Realm?

Immediately, Daijen began to think of Ilithranda, of his promise to her. She was on the cusp of giving birth and he was to be there for the event. He had given his word. He felt dizzyingly out of control. He even dared to ask himself if he had made a mistake, if he had got in over his head.

“No one wants to look in the shadows,” he uttered. “We alone must tread where others dare not. We alone must bring the light.”

He repeated the latter three more times before his resolve was able to ground down his fears. He was a Vahlken first, a brother second. His duty to the realm came before his duty to Ilithranda.

He absolutely hated that, but he was not to dwell on it.

Valyra snapped her beak and dragged a set of talons across the ground. It was a display of her unease, a forewarning that something had disturbed the Aegre. Daijen felt it a moment later—a tremor. It rippled across the surface of the Shadow Realm, agitating every loose stone around them. No, not stones—mushrooms. The ground was carpeted in it, the fungus rising and falling in bulbous clumps of browns and purples the same way grassland carpeted Verda in greens and yellows.

Valyra began to move as the ground cracked around her feet, growing and splitting in every direction. Almost a hundred feet away, the ground ruptured, and a fissure swelled into being, swallowing tons of earth. Valyra squawked sharply, her wings poised to take flight—an alarming thought given what they had seen amongst the clouds.

The ground shuddered one last time, heralding an almighty explosion that sent earth and fungus high into the air. Valyra reared up on her back legs, wings flared, but even her risen form wasn’t enough to conceal the colossal creature that burst from the deeps of the Shadow Realm. What appeared, at first, to be a pillar of dark stone soon curled through the air in a way that would have broken something so rigid.

It was alive.

The monstrous worm curled and plummeted towards the ground while the bulk of its body was still rising from the hole. Its head was a pointed monstrosity, a cone of mouths that ringed its whole skull. Each mouth was bristling with blunt teeth the size of wagons.

The Shadow Realm shuddered again when it drove underground and again when it eventually surfaced half a mile away. It had come for the chunks of Leviathan that littered the base of the mountain, seen when the creature slithered from one piece to the next.

The two companions remained in stunned silence, very much out of their element. Daijen could feel Valyra’s disquiet in the coiling of her muscles beneath him. Daijen could empathise. Like his Aegre companion, he had been bred to exist as an apex predator. They weren’t to be hunted by anything, each capable of tearing through dragons and their Riders alike. It was a turbulent moment for the pair.

Rising from the nearest hole in the earth, where so many mushrooms had been uprooted and destroyed, there drifted a cloud of faint yellow gas. Caught by the wind, it blew across the surface of the Shadow Realm and engulfed the two companions. Daijen raised his hands to examine any possible reaction against his skin, seeing now that the gas was teeming with tiny spores. The Vahlken wiggled his fingers, distorting the cloud, but felt no ill effect from its touch.

Meat!

The word sounded inside Daijen’s mind, the foreign voice invading that most private fortress. Unusually, Valyra’s head was similarly turned at exactly the same moment.

“Did you hear that?” he asked absently, never taking his eyes off the pit.

Meat! the voice sounded again, somewhere in their minds.

The louder it got the more voices Daijen heard, as if a chorus of hundreds were hissing the word.

Valyra was steadily backing away from the hole, her head low.

Meat! the chorus rang, repeating endlessly.

Over the rim they came, flooding the surface on scurrying legs. Each was no larger than a dog on four pincered limbs, their chitinous exterior mottled red and black. Their bony jaws snapped incessantly as they advanced in a wave of gnashing hunger.

Meat, they whispered into Daijen’s mind.

Valyra squawked and batted the nearest with her front talons, ripping the creature to pieces. A second swipe killed two more, and a solid stomp flattened a third.

Hungry! came a new group of voices, the hiss of them cutting through the chorale.

From the pit again emerged a new fiend. Considerably larger than the scurrying monsters, it crawled out on four reptilian legs and boasted three dragon-like heads. Daijen looked up at it, seeing in person what he had only ever seen drawn on the page. A Three-Headed Dread Serpent!

Their ill breed was known to stalk the northern territories of Andara, death to any who wandered astray. The trio of jaws swept across the surface, snapping up the smaller monsters two or three at a time. They quickly scattered in every direction while Valyra charged towards the nearest head.

Big meat! the serpent hissed excitedly, the three voices invading their minds.

The serpent’s long neck coiled and sprang, launching one of the bristling jaws at Valyra. The Aegre was not intimidated but incensed, hers a breed not to be challenged. At the last second, her back legs propelled her into a leap led by talons. Valyra ensnared the creature’s head with those deadly hooks, piercing its flesh like wet parchment. The beast spat in pain, brought down under the Aegre’s weight, though it was not to suffer for long.

Valyra’s neck surged forwards in a blur of feathers. One snap of her armour-plated beak and the fiend was decapitated.

The two remaining heads swivelled on them, anguish and fury behind their sharp eyes.

Pain! one voice hissed.

Kill! the other barked.

Valyra screeched, a war cry to her kin.

The serpent’s body crushed several of the fleeing monsters as it turned to fully face the companions. While blood and gore oozed from the stump, they came at Valyra with red-stained fangs. Their lack of experience when it came to battling an Aegre, however, was as obvious as it was devastating for them.

Valyra reared up and dragged down the nearest head while her left wing unfurled at speed, batting the other head aside. By the time it had shrugged off the pain and returned to the fight, the Aegre had splayed its companion’s jaws far beyond their capabilities and ripped out its tongue with her beak. That final head attacked while it still could, before blood loss spelled its end.

Yet the Three-Headed Dread Serpent found its end all the same.

One raking strike from Valyra’s talons tore through its right eye and split open its top jaw. Turned away from the Aegre and wracked with agony, the beast didn’t even see the silvyr-tipped beak before it closed around its skull, boring through to its brain. For good measure, Valyra tilted her head, twisting and popping the smaller bones at the top of the serpent’s spine.

Like the other two, it flopped dead at the Aegre’s feet.

Meat! squealed the eager monsters who had watched from a distance. On their pincer legs they now returned to swarm the carcass.

“Come on,” Daijen bade, guiding Valyra away from the scene, her feet disturbing mushrooms with every step, a cloud of yellow spores released in their wake.

With haste, the Aegre ran towards the hanging sun and its vapid light. Doubt more than crept in; it flooded Daijen’s mind as easily as the voices projected by the monsters.

How was he to locate a dragon in a place that potentially boasted as much land as Verda?

How were they going to survive long enough to search even that which he could see? Above and below, they were trapped in a world of devils and horrors.

Plagued as he was, they had no choice—as ever—but to keep moving forwards.
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After untold hours, long after Valyra had slowed to a manageable pace and Daijen’s pang of hunger had been satiated with rations from his saddlebag, an irrefutable truth continued to stare the Vahlken in the face.

The sun had not moved.

More than once he had placed his hand to the sky, using his thumb to measure the gap between the circumference and the horizon below. It hung motionless, its light dripping out. The Shadow Realm was either slow to lose its meagre light or entirely resistant to the concept of a sunset.

“There can be no shadow without light,” he whispered to himself, dwelling on the name of the wretched dimension.

While he didn’t mind the idea that there would never be complete darkness in such a grim place, he knew it would make measuring time almost impossible, especially when coupled with the fact that he didn’t require sleep as often as the average Andaren.

His stomach lurched but not out of hunger this time. Ilithranda remained close to his thoughts. He had made a promise to return, and he intended to keep it. At the same time, he felt utterly powerless to ensure such a thing. Compared to all who walked Verda’s green earth, he might as well have been standing still for days on end.

He could only make haste. And hope.

As Valyra began to slow down, Daijen returned his focus to what lay directly in front of him. Unlike the Vahlken, the Aegre had noted the stark edge they had arrived at. On the precipice, Valyra turned slightly, allowing her companion to see the vista without her head in the way. What he thought had been the ground for the duration of their journey was, in fact, an enormous plateau, and they had found its end.

At the top of a sheer cliff face now, they looked out on a dark world, its rim capped with shadowed mountains that were themselves overshadowed by oily clouds and moving silhouettes. Bulbous forests, with mushroom trees taller than any that stood on Verda’s rich soil, rolled over the landscape, their domed tops blood red and dotted with dark growths. Cutting through the terrain was a network of rivers and streams, their water so black they could have been smooth rock. Here and there, winged beasts glided low over the fungal tops, sure to stay well away from the predators in the clouds, while other things coiled in and out of the sable water.

For all that he could see, however, there was only one point of interest that demanded his attention.

“What is that?” he muttered under his breath, eyes narrowing.

In the desolate heart of that forsaken land, it rose—not a tree, but the ruin of one, vast beyond comprehension. What remained was a stump, its girth so colossal that the entire city of Aran’saur might vanish within its hollow without touching its sides. From its base, roots like petrified serpents sprawled across the wasteland, burrowing deep into the soil before twisting upward again, knotted and blackened as if scorched by ancient fire.

The bark, where it clung still to the trunk, was charred and lifeless, a monument to some long-dead colossus. Yet the real wonder lay within.

The interior had been carved hollow, transformed. There, stretching across the rotten cavity, a city had grown. Vast domes hung like fruit from the inner walls. Towers leaned inward like the fingers of clasped hands. Walkways of bark and fibrous bridges of fungal sinew spanned the void, all faintly pulsing with bioluminescence—cold blues and sickly greens flickering in the gloom.

Daijen stood at its threshold, transfixed. Life had taken root in death. Intelligence stirred where only decay should remain.

While ever driven by his mission, there was no denying the curiosity that had always dwelled in his heart. Keen was Daijen’s hunger for knowledge, to learn all that he could of the world he had been born into. That hunger certainly extended to worlds he hadn’t been born into. He saw no reason why his need to locate Malliath and his curiosity of that most strange place couldn’t be equally served. Perhaps those that carved out an existence in the nightmare realm would know something of the black dragon.

Or, perhaps, like everything else he had encountered, they would see him as meat…


48
A CALL TO WAR


You are dwelling, came the rich and thunderous voice of Garganafan, heard only in the depths of Kassanda’s mind.

The Dragon Rider remained seated on the edge of the cliff, overlooking Drakanan’s interior horseshoe as yet another wave of snow slanted down from the heavens. Kassanda had watched the dwarves below for days now, observing their comings and goings, the change in their shifts, and the hunting parties that never seemed to end.

She had come to admire them, appreciating their stout hearts and unyielding resilience. They had suffered a loss even the humans and Andarens couldn’t fathom, their home taken from them in a single day.

They seem to have accepted the truth surrounding the guild lords, Kassanda said, echoing reports from Yamnomora and Grarfath. We can only hope that any pockets of resistance do not get fanned into flame.

Now you’re deflecting, the white dragon remarked, shifting just enough to crack the stone beneath him. You have avoided talking to me about this.

What of it?

Garganafan lowered his head so his snout came to rest beside his companion. Hanun arain el mon arain, Kasandai, he said in her native Dorneese.

Your heart is my heart, Kassanda repeated, allowing some of Garganafan’s love for her to sooth those bristling thoughts.

I don’t need to explain the benefits of talking to me, the dragon went on. You’ve been doing it for seven hundred years.

Kassanda sighed, her thoughts drifting back to the night they had attacked Baelon’s camp. I chose the sword, she said, the shame weighing heavily upon her. It was either that or Joran, and I only went to him when the sword was no longer an option. If I had gone to him sooner, fought by his side… I squandered the chance to show him how important he is to us. I just scooped him up against his will and dragged him away.

Her shoulders drooped, and her head fell into her chest. What she would have given to go back and choose again.

You were blinded by vengeance, Garganafan told her softly. ’Tis a flaw that pierces all our hearts like a shard of steel. Even I am not immune to its allure.

Kassanda dared to imagine her companion’s vengeance, giving her a glimpse into the utter destruction Garganafan was capable of. He could raze entire cities to the ground given enough cause to induce his wrath.

That shard of steel has cost us all, the Rider confessed. I have failed our order. I have failed the memory of Rhaymion and Aila and all who fell to Baelon’s lust for power. I failed Joran, she added quietly, imagining Androma’s reaction when she found out. With Joran by his side, he will raise a new generation of dragons and Riders. We alone aren’t enough to stop them.

Joran is yet to make his choice, Garganafan stated confidently.

Kassanda looked at the dragon and frowned. You were there. He’s made his choice. He’s with Baelon now.

You have spent too many centuries among immortals. Joran is young. So young he doesn’t even recall the first half of his life. And what he recalls of the rest has been consumed with running and fighting and death. He’s searching for a sense of control. Baelon has offered him as much in the form of training. As much as we might despise the man, his methods have proved to be fruitful over the last nine hundred years. He has produced some of the finest Dragon Riders.

His methods are brutal, Kassanda said plainly. At least Rhaymion kept him in check. Without that oversight, he’s likely to exhaust Joran to death.

You saw Joran as I did. Besides the state of adolescence he is in, I would say Baelon’s training has excelled his rate of inheritance.

Kassanda thought of the boy’s mother, a warrior of potent skill as well as mutation. Those same mutations were likely in Joran’s blood, attributes beyond the norm of any human or Andaren—beyond even a Dragon Rider. They had already seen him display some of those attributes before Baelon had taken him under his wing.

There’s never been anyone like him, Garganafan continued. That will isolate him, even among Baelon and the others. But it will also offer him an opportunity the other Riders do not have.

Opportunity? He’s all out of those now that Baelon’s got his hooks in him. He will corrupt Joran from the inside out.

No, Garganafan replied firmly. He has not been corrupted, merely misguided. I do not believe Joran can be corrupted. His life, while short, has given him a sharp insight into right and wrong, good and evil. He knows these things in his heart, even at a young age. When he sees Baelon Vos for who he really is, he will have the opportunity to stand against him, and stand strong.

Kassanda struggled to meet her companion’s gaze, her eyes glassy. How can you know that to be true?

I do not, the dragon professed. But we both know there’s more to this life than knowing a thing. Sometimes we have to have faith in it. Sometimes we must dare to hope. I believe Joran is worthy of my hope, my faith.

Kassanda was slowly nodding. Then he might still be on the right path.

Joran is on his path, so it must be the right path. We must follow ours and be ready for when he needs us.

The Dragon Rider tried to take solace in that, though she knew her shame would linger for a while longer. It was a welcome distraction then to sight Grarfath and Yamnomora emerging from Drakanan, with Bludgeon in tow. Sensing her intentions, Garganafan turned his head, inviting Kassanda to grab one of the straps that clung to his body. Only seconds later and they were gliding over the ancient fortress and setting down inside the horseshoe.

Having become accustomed to the dragon’s non-threatening presence, the Warhog continued to sniff at the ground as it walked beside Yamnomora. The dwarf herself looked like she had seen better days. Kassanda could only hope that Grarfath was helping the dwarf through whatever had been troubling her this last week. Indeed, the pair were rarely seen apart, and only when they weren’t huddled away somewhere in the depths of Drakanan.

“How are things inside?” the Dragon Rider enquired.

“Stable for the most part,” Yamnomora informed her. “Don’ get me wrong, there’s plenty o’ folk doubtin’ things went down the way we say they did. Those loyal to the guild lords are still spreadin’ rumours that we conspired to be rid o’ the three kuds.” The dwarf shrugged. “We can handle rumours.”

“Mindsets are shiftin’,” Grarfath chipped in, The Anther strapped to his back. “I’m hearin’ a lot o’ folk whisperin’ abou’ fate an’ what not.”

“Aye, there’s talk o’ the old gods again,” Yamnomora elaborated. “There’s no place for profits an’ success when ye every day is abou’ survival. In truth, it were jus’ dumb luck that ye lot returned the same day the guild lords decided to make their move.” She thumbed at Grarfath. “Most folk are seein’ the Hammerhold’s timely arrival as somethin’ o’ a sign.”

It wasn’t the Hammerhold who ate that nasty little dwarf, Garganafan remarked, threatening to put a smile on Kassanda’s face.

“With the last o’ the guild lords gone,” Grarfath went on, “we might jus’ make it. All o’ us,” he added, with a look meant only for Yamnomora.

“Well,” Kassanda replied, “you can all stay here as long as you need to. Garganafan and I were thinking of speaking with the king. He might be able to offer aid if not advice.”

“I can’t see ’im offerin’ any aid in a time o’ war,” Yamnomora opined. “An’ I can’t imagine his advice will be better than yer own.”

“We were thinking more about your next move. You’re in Erador now. It wouldn’t hurt to have the king on your side. And His Grace might know of somewhere you can go—somewhere you can start again.”

Yamnomora was shaking her head. “There ain’ no king nor emperor willin’ to carve out territory for us dwarves. There jus’ ain’, not even with ye by our side. Best if we keep House Etragon out o’ this.”

Kassanda wanted to argue the point, but she knew the dwarf to be right. The stone bones would be considered a complication the king didn’t have time for, especially since the Andarens had successfully raided The Silver Trees of Akmar, and his forces had taken a hit winning the bones back.

Grarfath cleared his throat, cutting through the current conversation. “There’s a reason we came out ’ere to find ye, lass. I meant to do this days ago but…” He half turned as if to gesture at Yamnomora before deciding otherwise. “Anyway,” he continued, one hand reaching into his pouch. “This belongs with yerself.”

Kassanda could hardly believe her eyes. She drank in the sight of the dragon egg, recognising the distinct shade of muddy orange that tinted its every scale.

“That’s…” Her words tailed off as her hands came up to touch it.

“It were with the others,” Grarfath told her. “I’m only sorry I couldn’ grab ’em all. I reckon they’re better off in yer company than Baelon’s.”

Kassanda accepted the egg in both hands, its texture and weight most comforting. It was a win she dearly needed.

“Thank you, Grarfath,” the Rider replied earnestly. “You have done what I could not. Garganafan and I will see to its safekeeping.”

Every egg carries hope within its shell, Garganafan said to her. We should keep it close while Drakanan harbours such a host.

“They’ve five more,” Grarfath said, his tone dire.

“Yes,” Kassanda replied, still quite taken by the egg in her hands. “We will endeavour to see them all returned. In time,” she added sadly.

“What are we to do with ’im?” Yamnomora asked, nodding her head towards the cave.

Kassanda looked past the huge cart that contained the Golem’s bones and laid eyes on The Dancing Sword of the Dawn. The zealot was chained to one of the wheels, his wrists and ankles bound separately.

“I would continue to question him,” the Dragon Rider answered, taking a moment to climb up Garganafan’s side and secure the egg inside her saddlebag. “Who knows how many Skaramangian secrets there are inside his head?”

“He has a habit o’ escapin’,” Grarfath pointed out.

Let him try, Garganafan uttered boldly into Kassanda’s mind.

“He wouldn’t get very far,” the Rider reassured them, jumping back down.

“He shouldn’ be goin’ anywhere,” Yamnomora chuntered. “We should jus’ part his head from his shoulders an’ be done with ’im.”

Kassanda could see the rage still simmering beneath the surface of the dwarf. “His time will come.”

“Well, ye let me know when ye’re done with the kud. Bludgeon will eat ’im, bones an’ all.”

Garganafan straightened, disturbing the considerable layer of snow that had settled over his scales. Kassanda was about to ask the dragon what was wrong, sensing his alarm, when the truth of it bled across their bond.

There were wings on the wind.

Kassanda put one hand out to the dwarves. “Get back,” she warned, her sword cleaving the air in a single flourish.

“What’s goin’ on?” Grarfath was already reaching for The Anther.

“A dragon approaches.”

The dwarves said no more, the pair backing off towards Drakanan, while Kassanda stood ready beside Garganafan. It had to be Kalaghan and Baelon, come to reclaim the fortress as their own.

Can you hear any more? she asked, glancing up at Garganafan.

No… The dragon’s reply was absent his usual focus.

What is it? Kassanda pressed.

The wings are light—small. It’s a young dragon.

“Joran...” His name escaped the Rider’s lips, her emotions buoyed by the turn in events.

The thick and rolling clouds burst apart in the south-western skies as a dark arrow shot through on closed wings. Neither Kassanda nor Garganafan recognised the young dragon, and at such a height he appeared almost black of scale. Only when he banked left and descended towards them at speed did the dark purple come through—the very same that adorned Joran’s vambraces and pauldrons.

“Morgwyn!” Kassanda announced, sheathing her blade and bidding the dwarves return to her side.

Kassanda, Garganafan intoned.

“It’s Joran’s dragon!” she called out to them.

Kassanda!

The Rider turned back, feeling her companion’s apprehension now. What’s wrong?

Morgwyn is alone.

Kassanda saw the truth of it only seconds later, as Morgwyn fanned his impressive wings and came to land inside the horseshoe. While he was fitted with a saddle, it was a notably empty one.

Similar in size to an Aegre, Morgwyn still managed to make himself appear more than he was, head arched proudly on a strong neck that came to tower over Kassanda. The tone of his scales was nothing short of majestic, almost velvet-like in the way they shaded as he moved. In Garganafan’s eyes, it was less about appearance and more about the feel of the dragon.

Morgwyn was young, immature, and inexperienced, yet the considerably older dragon could feel the weight of an ancient soul about him. While it was entirely possible that it was no more than the lingering effects of his mother’s memories, Garganafan got the impression that it was something more than that.

Without being able to explain it, Garganafan felt that Morgwyn expected him to bow in his presence.

He has an air of royalty about him.

Kassanda didn’t know what to do with that, and so her focus returned to the empty saddle. “Well met, Morgwyn,” she began. “You already know who we are. So tell us, where is Joran?”

Morgwyn looked from dragon to Rider and bowed his horned head. It is an honour to meet you both in the flesh. Joran’s memories and… impressions do not do you justice. I am Morgwyn, son of Icerys and The Drakalis, Malliath.

Garganafan’s enormous head twitched. The dragon knew that word, ancient though it was.

Your father was a Dragon Lord? he asked.

A sense of frustration rippled out of Morgwyn. My father was the first Drakalis, bonded to Skara Pendain as I am now bonded to Joran Pendain. My father breathed into life the very creed you live by.

Garganafan was taken aback. The first… he muttered.

His name, Morgwyn explained, along with my mother’s, was forbidden to be passed down through the generations. Save for Kalaghan, who is part of a line of so-called historians whose role is to maintain the order’s darkest secrets.

Kassanda tried to absorb it all as quickly as possible, her desire still burning to know why he was alone. “Morgwyn,” she said, addressing him slowly, if only to laden her words with the sense of urgency she felt, “where is Joran?”

His tail became unnaturally flat, and his claws arched that much more as they hooked into the stone beneath all four of his feet. After seven centuries of being around dragons, Kassanda knew a disheartened one when she saw one.

He flies with Oaken, Morgwyn reported dourly. By now they will have caught up with Baelon and the others.

Kassanda blinked. “He’s still with Baelon?” she echoed, allowing the dwarves to keep up. “He parted ways with you?”

He didn’t want to, Morgwyn replied. It broke his heart when I left him—that much we share.

The Dragon Rider didn’t know what to think. “I cannot believe he would make any decision that would separate the two of you.”

He thinks he is doing the right thing. The weight of our destiny sits heavily on his shoulders. He sees Baelon as the shortest route to achieving as much, to achieving real peace.

Garganafan seethed. Baelon Vos was a war general before he bonded with Kalaghan. Peace will never satisfy him.

I have deduced as much myself, Morgwyn stated, his mother’s astute wisdom rich in his veins. But Joran has a hole in his heart. It was once filled by Gallien. However complicated that situation has become, Joran saw him as a father. Losing Gallien the way he did… Joran has hardly had the time to make sense of it. Baelon Vos has taken advantage of that and done his utmost to fill that hole. It has blinded Joran.

But not you, Garganafan added, impressed with the young dragon.

I could not live by Baelon’s tenets—they are not the creed we were meant to uphold. He would have us forgo valour in favour of conviction. He would see us lay down our honour and wield authority like a weapon. He would ensure that we never again inspired by sacrifice, but rather instilled fear through victory. My mother and father fought and died by the creed of our order. I will not make a mockery of their memory by bowing to Baelon Vos.

Kassanda looked up. “You said they would have caught up with Baelon and the others by now. Why would they need to do that? Have they abandoned the camp?”

Morgwyn shifted, bringing his eyes down on the Rider with some intensity. They fly to war, he declared grimly.

There was no hiding the shock that tore through Kassanda’s expression.

“What’s goin’ on?” Grarfath asked.

“War?” Kassanda repeated. “With whom?”

Baelon has been in communication with Vander and Herragax in Harendun. As we speak, the army they have been nurturing marches through Erador. Baelon and his Riders fly to meet them.

Kassanda matched the purple dragon’s intensity, her voice lowered and slow now. “Meet them where?”

The Dragon Rider was sent reeling by the response that followed.

Yamnomora stirred beside her. “Kassanda? What’s goin’ on?”

“Baelon intends to lay siege to Valgala,” Kassanda informed them, her gaze here, there, and everywhere while she considered their next step.

“He’s goin’ to take the capital?” Yamnomora voiced in surprise.

“He has an army at his disposal—out of Harendun.” Kassanda growled, her anger flaring bright. “The city will fall. What defences they have won’t be able to stand up to an invasion, never mind a congregation of dragons.”

“The king’s men were still loadin’ up their ships when we left The Unadine,” Yamnomora recounted.

“By the time they arrive, Valgala will already be under Baelon’s control.” Kassanda was speaking very quickly now, her mind racing. “There should be a battalion still moving by land,” she said, recalling the soldiers intended to flank the Andarens between the towers. “They were too late to join the battle—Commander Teague was to send them home, back to Freygard.”

“They will surely be ordered to Valgala now,” Yamnomora pointed out.

Kassanda. Garganafan’s voice was like the clearing ring of a great bell. Baelon will execute the king.

She met her dragon’s eyes, the two coming to an understanding.

Hanun arain el mon arain, Kassanda uttered across their bond.

“We will put ourselves between them and Valgala,” the Rider told the dwarves, her conviction bolstered by Garganafan.

They are already ahead of you, Morgwyn said, his tail having adopted a slight curve—a telling sign that he agreed with their plan.

“Then we cannot delay,” Kassanda responded. She could feel the fire rising within her, preparing for the fight to come.

Grarfath became quite animated. “Wait, ye’re leavin’? Now?”

“The enemy has the lead.” Even as she spoke, the Rider was looking at the cart in the distance, her mind sifting through possibilities. “We have some catching up to do.”

“No, ye don’,” Grarfath stated flatly, his piercing gaze so distant he might have been looking through Morgwyn.

“What are ye abou’?” Yamnomora’s face fell in revelation before she had even finished asking the question.

The smith removed The Anther from his back, hefting its golden head into one hand. “This can get ye there before any o’ ’em.”

Kassanda was on the verge of accepting his aid when caution curbed her response. “We cannot risk taking a weapon of power into this battle. Even with it, the odds are against us. We could end up adding to Baelon’s arsenal.”

“Never mind all that,” Yamnomora interjected. “Ye’re talkin’ abou’ portin’ the three o’ us an’ two dragons! Look at the size o’ ’im!” She pointed at the mountainous Garganafan.

“I ported hundreds out o’ Morthil when the waters were risin’,” Grarfath reminded her.

“We both know ye survived that by the skin o’ yer teeth. An’ I’d say Garganafan has more mass than all o’ the dwarves ye saved! It doesn’ matter anyway,” she said suddenly, her tone dropping to reasonable levels. “We’re talkin’ abou’ Valgala. Do ye know how far away that is? Not to mention the fact that ye’ve never been there, so ye can’ port there.”

“I know,” the smith replied, a knowing smile on his face. “But I bet ye’ve been there.”

“Aye, but…” Yamnomora’s next argument melted away as she found herself at the logical conclusion.

Grarfath held The Anther out to towards her. “We’re all the Hammerhold now.”

Yamnomora stammered over her response. “I don’t…”

“Ye can,” Grarfath said as a matter of fact. “An’ I can get us back.”

That knocked Yamnomora from her daze. “Get us back? Ye heard the woman, there’s a fight to be had!”

“Aye,” the smith conceded, “but it ain’… We’re needed ’ere. The guild lords are gone but that don’ mean others won’ rise up an’ try to take their place, especially if we’re not ’ere. We need to figure out the next step, Mora.”

“There won’ be a next step if all o’ Erador falls to Baelon Vos, ye dolt. He’ll take us from ’ere by force an’ ’ave us rebuild whatever’s left o’ Valgala when he’s finished puttin’ it to dragon fire.”

Grarfath appeared torn, his head and his heart pulled in two different directions. “I don’ know…”

“I know,” Yamnomora said, her tone striking somewhere between caring and firm. “I’ll get us there. Then ye come back.”

“Me? Jus’ me?”

“Like ye said: we’re needed ’ere. They’ll listen to ye. Ye’ve not steered ’em wrong yet. An’ ye’ll ’ave this in yer hands.”

“I’m not leavin’ ye to fight alone,” Grarfath remarked.

Yamnomora cocked her head towards the dragons. “I won’ be alone. Ye jus’ make sure ye come back an’ take care o’ these folk. It’s what ye were meant to do.”

Seeing that the smith appeared to have run out of argument, Kassanda cut in. “What if it was more than just us?” she posed, glancing at the cave.

Both dwarves turned to stare at the cart filled with Golem bones, but they inevitably landed on Slait.

“Ye must be jokin’!” Grarfath blurted. “He’s not for helpin’ anyone unless it serves ’im. He tried to kill me back at the camp!”

“He was bred to kill Dragon Riders,” Kassanda began. “Baelon and the others pose the greatest threat. Unleashing him might, at the very least, create some chaos in their ranks.”

“He’s more likely to try an’ kill ye first,” Grarfath said.

“I’m sure Garganafan can point him in the right direction,” the Rider added with a sharp grin.

“What abou’ the bones?” Yamnomora asked.

“Leave them here for now. I don’t want them anywhere near Baelon Vos.”

The two dwarves didn’t look convinced of any of it, but they nodded in agreement. In truth, Kassanda would have preferred to keep them both out of it, appreciating how important they were to all of dwarvendom. But there was no denying the advantage offered by using The Anther, an advantage that could tip the scales if they were given days to help Valgala prepare for a siege.

Unending sacrifice, Morgwyn said, reminding the Rider that the young dragon was still connected to her mind.

It shouldn’t be their sacrifice, Kassanda said vehemently.

That choice isn’t yours. It remains with them…


49
A COMPLICATED THING


Nestled between the mountainous Spine of Erador and the shoreline of Lake Kundrum, Joran Pendain sat beneath the stars, his knees folded up to his chest. The water lapped gently before him, its tiny waves rising and falling in a rhythmic hush. It might have been a soothing murmur had there not been such a ruckus at his back.

His fellow Dragon Riders were more animated than he had ever seen them, rowdy, even. They sang and cheered, their hollers only interrupted by merry drinking as they celebrated around a roaring fire. As far as they were concerned, the war was as good as won already. In truth, Joran suspected they were just excited to be unleashed.

The young Rider did what he could to drown them out with a song of his own—a song he shared with Morgwyn. It had been born of their bond, a declaration of their joyous souls, perhaps. Whatever its origin, he had discovered new lyrics since last he had enjoyed the tune. Where he was normally moved by the story of hope within the song, he was only saddened now, for hope had fled him in the wake of Morgwyn’s flight.

Oaken stirred beside him, the Aegre having remained close since they made camp. His armour-plated beak swivelled almost entirely back on itself, his yellow eyes tracking the one who approached the shoreline. Joran didn’t need to look back to know that it was Baelon Vos, the Dragonlord’s footfalls a familiar sound now.

“You won’t partake?” he asked, coming to sit beside the young Rider. “Camaraderie is useful for solidifying bonds. These are your brothers and sister now, kin you will go into battle beside.”

Joran had no reply. He could feel a heaviness in his chest, a quiet but unshakable feeling that something was missing. It left him feeling hollow, dimming the colours of the world and muting the sounds of merriment. Even his thoughts moved with a sluggishness.

“Have you ever visited Freygard?” Baelon asked, wise enough to know when the subject required changing.

It took Joran a moment to ground himself and realise that the Dragonlord was talking about the city across the lake. Its outline was hazy at such a distance and muddied all the more under the cover of night, but its many torches and candle lights flickered constantly, reflecting in the dark waters of Kundrum.

“No,” he answered simply.

“It’s a wonderful city,” Baelon observed. “Once upon a time, I called it home.”

That got Joran’s attention. “You mean before…” He trailed off, looking at Kalaghan resting further along the shore.

“Yes, when I was just a man,” he emphasised. “Every generation of my line has called Freygard their home. They still do.”

“Even now?”

“Oh yes. I had no children of my own, but my bloodline was continued by my brother. The House of Vos runs a rather lucrative brewing company, if I recall. Admittedly, I haven’t checked in on them since before the Skaramangians orchestrated this wretched war.”

Joran didn’t know what to say, and so he said nothing at all, his gaze drifting over the smooth water to no end.

“Morgwyn will come around,” Baelon stated confidently. “He’s of ancient stock. It hasn’t helped that since hatching he’s been cooped up in the frozen north with only us for company. He doesn’t know the world he’s been born into yet. His only understanding of it comes from you, and there’s only so much a seventeen-year-old can convey.”

“I’ve seen enough of it,” Joran muttered.

“No,” Baelon responded, his eyes never straying from Freygard. “No, you haven’t. But that’s not your fault. It’s also not your fault that Morgwyn isn’t here. Much of who he is right now is informed by his mother’s memories, including her memories of Malliath. Of everything passed down through Kalaghan’s line, Malliath stands out. He was the dragon of dragons. I imagine Morgwyn feels like he has a lot to live up to, not to mention the added burden of hatching with a destiny already on his shoulders.”

Joran tore his gaze from the water and met one of Oaken’s round, yellow eyes. The Aegre was looking right back at him. For just a moment, Joran liked to imagine that his mother was seeing him through those same eyes. Was this the life she had hoped for him? He couldn’t believe it was.

“Morgwyn doesn’t trust me,” the Dragonlord went on, weaving his way through Joran’s stoicism.

The young Rider nodded his head.

“It is to be expected. I have inflicted great pain upon you. ’Tis an unfortunate demand of your training—and his. Perhaps more unfortunately, I can only promise more pain to come. Your training isn’t nearly complete. Your conviction must be carved out of the wet clay. Only then will you harness unyielding authority. So you see, that pain will lead to unending victories.”

“Morgwyn doesn’t see it that way.”

“As long as you see it that way, he will come around. The cord between you can only tighten.”

Joran picked up one of the pebbles from between his legs, his fingers investigating its smooth edges while his mind wandered.

“I see,” Baelon voiced. “Morgwyn’s doubt in our creed is your own.”

It required more courage than Joran thought it would to speak his mind. “Are we not supposed have honour?” he asked meekly. “Aren’t we fortified by our valour?”

“And I suppose you think we should sacrifice ourselves for the mortals too,” Baelon remarked.

“I… I don’t know what to think. Without Morgwyn I feel… lost.”

The Dragonlord heaved a portentous sigh and clapped one hand across Joran’s scaled pauldron. “That’s a good thing. You should feel lost. I can assure you, he is feeling the same right now. We only ever feel whole when we’re together,” he added, sparing a glance at Kalaghan. His jovial response died away all too quickly, replaced by the usual seriousness of his tone. “Valour, honour, sacrifice… they will be the end of us, Joran. We have survived that creed by a hair’s breadth more than once. It’s time to bolster the order, and the realm with it.”

Joran nodded along despite his apprehension. Like Morgwyn, he could feel echoes of Icerys and Malliath in his mind. His dreams were haunted by them, their lives pulling him into the past.

“With that in mind, I would say now is the time,” Baelon proclaimed cryptically.

“The time for what?”

“To choose who you want to be. We’re on the cusp of changing everything. Now is the time to decide whether you wish to remain Joran Pendain or simply Joran. You don’t have to keep his name.”

Joran didn’t dare close his eyes then, knowing that he would see Skara in the darkness as Icerys had once seen him. Seeing the man in his dreams was always enough to force him awake.

“It’s my name,” the young Rider replied.

Baelon frowned. “It’s his name—one of his titles. You don’t have to be tied to him anymore. You can choose.”

“It was my father’s… It was Gallien’s name—our name.”

The Dragonlord shifted on the beach. “Gallien was never real, Joran. The man you knew was a collection of personalities and broken memories condensed into⁠—”

“My father,” Joran cut in. “All of those pieces made up my father. He was real to me. Whatever he was, whatever he is… for sixteen years he was my father. He was a Pendain, so I am a Pendain. At the very least, I might live long enough to make that name mean something again. Something good.”

Baelon looked upon him approvingly. “Then Pendain it is.” The Dragonlord ran a hand through his white goatee. “Do you know anything of your birth father?”

Joran felt his walls go up, though he did everything he could to maintain his composure—the old Gallien bluff as the smuggler had called it. It felt dangerous, however, to lie to Baelon Vos. The man was so well informed from a variety of sources, and there were those in the palace who knew the truth of Prince Joran of House Etragon. Hells, even Slait knew.

He rolled the dice.

“Nothing,” he answered. “I can’t even imagine the man my mother might have met—or where. She told no-one, not even Androma.”

“That’s a shame,” the old Rider replied, giving nothing away.

Joran tossed the pebble into the lake, a physical statement to end the topic of conversation. “You said you would teach me about sanctuaries. What is that?”

Baelon remained quiet for a while, deciding, perhaps, whether he was done with the topic of conversation. “I think it best I start by telling you that dragons aren’t from here—from Verda, I mean.”

All at once, that statement bewildered Joran and made complete sense, as if he had always known that to be true.

“They’re from the Realm of Magic,” Joran uttered absently, voicing his inherited knowledge.

Baelon turned to look at him, his expression hinting at a degree of scrutiny. “Icerys knew as much, I suppose. I would be most interested to know anything else you intuitively learn from her memories. And you’re right, of course. That’s why dragons are such powerful conduits. It might also be why the bond between their mind and ours is able to form a pocket dimension of sorts. We call them sanctuaries.”

A jolt of surprise ran through Joran. “We can form pocket dimensions?”

“Only in our minds,” the Dragonlord was quick to specify. “It’s a place where dragon and Rider can come together, where time has no meaning.”

“That sounds… incredible.” Unbelievable would have been a better word, but Joran had seen enough of the impossible in his short life to know better.

“Your bond is still in its infancy,” Baelon told him. “Should your sanctuary take shape now, it would be… raw—unrefined. The older the two of you get the more your sanctuary will grow with you. As will the distance at which you’re able to commune and access the sanctuary.”

“What does your sanctuary look like?” Joran enquired.

“It’s not something you share,” the Dragonlord replied, a quaint smile on his old face. “It’s a place just for you and Morgwyn.”

Joran’s white eyebrows flickered. “I would settle for just being in the same place as Morgwyn,” he lamented.

In an almost father-like way, Baelon reached over Joran’s shoulders and briefly grasped his scaled pauldron, shaking him a notch. “The bond you find yourself a part of is always going to be a complicated one, my young friend. They are not beasts to be tamed and we are not sheep to be eaten. The bond forces us both to go against our nature. But when there’s harmony between you, it’s freedom in its purest form.”

Joran believed him, knowing in his heart that he already enjoyed a taste of that freedom. “He will return,” he said, forcing the words out.

“Of course he will,” Baelon agreed. “Though I would take advantage of his absence.”

Joran tilted his head, offering the Dragonlord a raised eyebrow.

“When your sanctuary is formed, it’s important that you know every inch of it. Whatever is created between you will continue to grow even without your presence.”

“Why is that so important?”

Baelon licked his lips and looked out over the water appearing, for the first time, unsure how to express himself. “As I said, the bond is a complicated subject. Your thoughts and emotions don’t just come together, they entwine. At times it can be hard to discern their thoughts and emotions from your own. In that regard, it is important to note that dragons are more powerful than us—in every way. Their emotions—and their ability to exert those emotions onto us—can be a weighty thing, an influential thing.”

Joran turned to fully look at Baelon now. “You’re saying they can… control us?”

“That might be too strong a word, though the outcome would make it appear that way I suppose. Their thoughts and emotions can cloud your own. That can be a dangerous thing, for they are just as wrathful as they are wise. They could turn you against the realm if they felt strongly enough about it.”

“Then why don’t they?”

“Because of Malliath,” Baelon replied flatly. “Most dragons might not remember him, but the forbiddance dates back to the first Drakalis. Malliath instructed the young dragons in the days of the earliest bonds, with those Skara would have called friends.”

Joran tried to imagine such a time as that, when the world was so young that Skara and Malliath were the only ones bonded. What evils had they fought together? And who were those first brave and courageous souls to bond beside him?

“Wait, what does that have to do with the sanctuaries?” he asked.

“The sanctuary is a physical representation of your bond. Should you come across an area that you’ve never seen before, an area that looks somewhat hidden compared to everywhere else, you must confront whatever is inside.”

“Why?”

“Those areas are the manifestation of a dragon’s hold over you. If they are influencing your emotions and decisions, then such a place will take shape. Confront it and their hold over you will be broken.”

Joran couldn’t fathom the ramifications of such deceit, nor could he imagine Morgwyn ever doing such a thing, especially if his father had been the one to forbid it. “This is a… secret?”

“Oh yes. As much as the world reveres dragons, they fear them so. It would incite panic and unrest if it were known that those same fearsome creatures could muddy the thoughts of their Riders.”

Joran looked away, his understanding of Riders and dragons somewhat shattered, reminding him how inexperienced and immature his understanding of it all was.

“It’s only something to be aware of,” Baelon commented, perhaps having seen some of the concern on Joran’s face. “While they are forbidden, I am yet to meet a dragon who would willingly do such a thing. It corrupts the bond, creating an unpleasant existence for both. The dragon in question would have to be bitter to their core, a tortured soul, even. Morgwyn is pure of spirit, just as he is pure of stock. He knows this. He just needs time to acclimate to the world the way it is, and not the way it was.”

For the first time in many days, Joran felt the familiar warm light of hope shining through the dark clouds that had harassed him. Baelon was right, of course. Morgwyn would be feeling everything he was. In time—soon—he would return, and they would make sense of the world together.

The moment was shattered when night was turned to day across Lake Kundrum. Joran started forward, eyes wide, taking in the bright jets of fire that poured out of the darkness, lending more shape to Freygard in the foreground. In the light of those distant flames, the young Rider just made out the fanning of huge wings and curling tails.

“What’s going on?” Joran demanded, noting how unfazed Baelon was.

Indeed, the Dragonlord appeared quite content as he watched the fires burn, their light reflecting in his eyes. “There’s no need to fret. Freygard remains untouched.”

“Then what are they burning?”

“Reinforcements.”

Joran couldn’t make sense of that response. “You mean… people?”

“When the king moved his forces to challenge the Andarens in the north, he had a battalion stationed at Freygard advance to White Tower. They were intended to flank the Andarens while the bulk of the army met them head on between the towers. The battle, however, was over before they arrived. They returned to Freygard having accomplished no more than stretching their legs.”

“But… But why are you killing them all? That’s got to be hundreds of men!”

“Six hundred,” Baelon stated.

Joran looked again at the raging fires across the vast lake, struggling with the fact that he was actually looking at a slaughter. “Six hundred…” he echoed in disbelief.

“Word will have reached the king by now,” the Dragonlord explained. “He knows Vander marches an army on Valgala. Those men would be called upon to reinforce the capital. Dispatching them now avoids a bloodbath later.”

Dispatching…

That word rattled around inside Joran’s mind. It was far too insignificant to convey the murder of six hundred men.

“I had Gondrith give them a choice,” Baelon continued. “Fight for us or fight for the king.”

Joran could make out Yillir now, Gondrith’s dragon of dull, cream scales. They looked to be accompanied by Rengyr and his dragon Karsak, whose yellow scales were exaggerated in the light of so much fire.

“Why would they not choose us?” Joran asked hopelessly. “They were faced by dragons!”

Baelon sighed as he rose to his feet. “Their bravery was equal to their loyalty. Admirable—if foolish. If your loyalty is misplaced, what good is it to be brave?” The Dragonlord dusted himself down and made for the merriment.

Joran remained by the shore, his gaze transfixed by the fires. All the while he suffered a burgeoning weight deep in his gut, a sense of creeping dread, a trepidation he hadn’t felt before.

It was doubt.


50
THE MARCH TO WAR


In all its ancient days, Erador had never known the thunderous march of a Kedradi army. From the sands of the south, they cut a gouging line northward, into lands of lush green and fair weather. Their great war machines had stopped producing clouds of dust and now imprinted deeply on the muddy earth, rolling ever onwards, to Valgala.

Passing by those of Haran’s Town and Warth had created quite the disturbance, the inhabitants of both terrified at the sight of them. Cob could see why. Unlike the armies of the king, the warriors of Qalanqath rode to war astride their reptilian Drogals, whose tusks and red hides instilled a sense of danger in the onlookers.

Then there were the warriors themselves. Attired in the time-honoured creams and blues of their army, every soldier bore a different pattern of yellow paint on their face, a tradition saved only for war. Combined with their arsenal of bone weaponry, they presented as a menacing force to the simple villagers and townsfolk of Erador.

Sticking to The Long Reach, a road that led directly to Valgala’s south gate, the Kedradi army trailed behind its queen, who forged ahead astride her feathered and lofty Scataq. Cob had found himself scrutinising his sister’s attire several times since their departure from New Nithrael, unable to decide whether her armour was decorative or practical. The latter suggested she intended to join her people in battle.

The ranger unbuckled the leather that kept Androma’s horse tethered to his own. “Stay close to the sound,” he advised, gesturing pointlessly at the seemingly endless caravan of Kedradi forces.

“Where are you going?” the old Rider enquired.

“I would speak with my sister.”

Androma’s head twitched towards him. “In broad daylight?”

Cob considered the cold wind and sheets of rain that had hounded them since dawn. The elements had kept every Kedradi’s hood up and head down for hours, granting him a narrow window to speak with his sister without waiting for the deepest hour of night. Even then, he had been brought to her tent in a disguise. His presence—or lack thereof—had been made that much more elaborate with the departure of Galahart before the army began its journey.

He could still envision the spymaster leaving with two complete strangers by his side, both made to look like Cob and Androma. His apparent banishment had subdued the protests and made Hurelia’s declaration of war that much more palatable for the Kedradi people. Of course, that meant the pair of them had to remain on the fringes of the war caravan, keeping to themselves and never using their real names.

“It’ll be fine,” he said, urging his horse towards the front of the deadly procession.

At a gentle trot, so as to catch up without gaining attention, the ranger brought his horse alongside Hurelia’s Scataq. There had been no evading Thedonus’s consideration, the broad-shouldered warrior eyeing him from beneath the rim of his hood. There was a warning in those fierce eyes, and rightly so. Cob risked a lot by approaching the queen unsolicited.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Hurelia said, glancing down at her brother.

“No one’s looking.”

“Trust me, someone is always looking.”

Cob dared to glance at those around them, all astride Drogals whose girth concealed much of his presence beside the queen. Their riders were among the trusted few who had all been vetted by Thedonus himself, each sworn by oaths to House Thayne. As such, they knew of Cob’s continued presence among the ranks, their lips sealed and opinions muted by loyalty.

“You are dressed for war,” he observed, struggling to look up at her without getting rain in his eyes.

“Are all rangers as astute as you, brother?”

Cob ignored the sarcasm, though it reminded him of Cassius and tugged at old grief. “You don’t mean to actually fight,” he said, his tone unable to commit to an actual question.

“Why would I go to the bother of donning all this armour and weaponry only to watch a battle?”

The bother, as it were, belonged with the numerous servants whose daily job it was to outfit the queen in such a way, but Cob kept that particular retort to himself.

“You can’t be serious?” the ranger began again. “You’re too important to fight.”

“You sound like Thedonus,” she muttered. “It’s also a ridiculous excuse. I am no more important than any of the Kedradi behind us.”

“You’re their queen!”

“I am their servant,” Hurelia shot back, and with no more than a glance. “My crown does not serve to elevate me, as it might with King Edris. My crown is a weight upon my head, placed there to ground me. If I order my people to go to war and risk their lives, then you can believe they will do so behind me.”

Cob sighed, seeing now that his sister had twice the stubbornness his mother had commanded. “What about Adowa and Esca? What about Aurelian? You have left the children of Qalanqath with their mothers and grandparents, but you risk robbing your own of both a mother and father.”

“You do not get to lecture me on parenting. Or ruling for that matter. You have no idea what it takes to do even one of those things, never mind both. And always under the scrutinising eyes of thousands.” Hurelia had more to say, but the words were cut short when she clamped her mouth shut.

“I do not mean to lecture,” Cob began again, tentatively this time. “I speak only out of concern.”

“Then I shall say to you as I said to my husband. Take your concern and place it elsewhere—there are surely enough places to choose from. If my people fight, I fight. That’s the end of it.”

Cob deflated any counter argument he might muster, looking to Thedonus instead. The king-consort was already looking at him, though it was notable that his usual sternness had softened somewhat.

“Well, you’re certainly prepared for a fight,” Cob went on, changing the subject. “I’ve never seen so many war machines.”

“I told you, the Kedradi have been prepared for war since our forced exile.”

The ranger could still feel his sister’s prickly exterior. “I don’t even recognise some of them,” he commented, half turning to lay eyes on a roofed cart, its interior filled with unusual mechanisms, hand pumps, and a long, rigid hose.

“Our greatest minds have long handed down their works to the next generation. Our people are nothing if not innovative—even in matters of war.”

Cob didn’t know what else to say. His initial concern had irritated Hurelia to the point that maintaining a conversation seemed impossible. Yet his love for her kept the ranger by her side, always urging him to reach out, if only to be a part of her life. He had walked away from that, of course. Hurelia had pleaded with him to stay, but he had left, and she had found a way to thrive without him.

“Do you need to hunt?” the queen asked after an extended time of silence.

Cob knew what she was really asking him. The ranger had awoken every morning, sure that he could hear the drums of his curse over the hubbub of the soldiers around his tent.

“I join the hunting parties daily,” he answered, thinking on the vast quantities of animal life being fed to the Kedradi army—the region would certainly be depleted for some time after they had passed through. “It’s not nearly enough blood,” he went on, “but spilling it daily helps.”

He noticed then, if only briefly, that Hurelia had been looking down at him, though her gaze had lingered more on his belongings than himself.

“Why would you risk provoking the curse by carrying a weapon of steel?” the queen asked.

Cob looked back and down to see The Green Leaf’s blade, though the weapon was wrapped from pommel to tip in cloth. “The curse is nuanced enough to differentiate between carrying steel and wielding steel. And this particular steel belonged to a friend…”

“A friend?” Hurelia echoed incredulously. “I thought rangers collected notches, not friends.”

There was enough playfulness in her voice to suggest that the sharper points of their earlier disagreement had begun to fade.

“I was as surprised as anyone,” he quipped, conjuring the better memories of his time with the wizard.

“You carry it because he is no longer with us?”

Cob nodded.

“Your wizard friend then.”

“His name was Aphrandhor. Most knew him as The Green Leaf. He was fighting the Skaramangians before either of us were born.”

“He sounds like a good man.”

“He was.”

“I’m sorry you cannot wield his blade,” the queen offered sadly.

“He called it Yalaqin—fire breather. I don’t know what to do with it yet, but between his sword and his staff,” he added, glancing back at Androma, riding along the left flank, “it feels like he’s still with us. That will have to do for now.”

“You set out to hunt the Skaramangians,” Hurelia began. “You set out to fight your curse. I would say your cause has become something else entirely,” she observed.

Battling the rain to peer up at his sister, Cob tilted his head questioningly.

“You aren’t fighting for yourself anymore,” the queen elaborated. “Nor are you fighting for just Aurelian. You have found yourself in the heart of something so much bigger. You have put yourself on the frontlines of a war that transcends the lines drawn by empires and men. Your fight is one of good and evil now. I am still furious with you for leaving me,” she said suddenly, “but I am also proud of the man you have become.”

“I’m sorry,” Cob replied earnestly.

“The women of House Thayne learned long ago to stand on their own two feet,” Hurelia said, her back regally straight in her saddle. “That doesn’t mean we never wanted you by our side,” she added sombrely.

“I’m by your side now,” the ranger told her.

Hurelia looked down at him from her Scataq, a warm and genuine smile on her lips.

“Yes,” Thedonus agreed, his Drogal cutting a path between brother and sister, “and you shouldn’t be,” he said pointedly.

Cob opened his mouth to argue when sense had its day. The ranger gave no reply and nodded his understanding before falling back, where he could drift into the flank beside Androma.


51
THE HOLLOW KING


Time Unknown…

Daijen could feel the stalking eyes of Death on his back. He turned in his saddle to see the flying fiend as it came for them again. Its membranous wings were stretched taut as it glided at great speed towards them.

Valyra required no warning from her companion.

The Aegre curled her wings and barrel-rolled to the left, narrowly evading the monster as it descended at speed. Predominantly red, its wings were mottled black and dotted with yellow, a combination that spoke to Daijen’s primal self as a warning.

Cutting ahead on fine membranes, the beast flared its wings and pivoted mid-air to come back at them. Valyra wheeled like a blade of shadow, evading its long and razored beak by feet. A swift twist and the Aegre was able to carve another sharp curve through the sky, bringing them in behind their quarry.

Daijen freed all six feet of his slaiken blade, the silvyr whistling as it sliced the air. Valyra flew low and banked to the right, bringing them under and across the monster. The Vahlken had only to strike high, sweeping the great sword through the creature’s guts. So fast was Valyra that they were already clear and free of the beast before its insides poured out. It issued a coughing bark, a death knell, before its wings spasmed and momentum alone carried it forwards.

The Vahlken’s relief at surviving yet another encounter with one of the Shadow Realm’s inhabitants was short-lived. Valyra executed a tight aerial pivot, like a living scythe across the heavens, and snapped into a corkscrew, taking them through the narrow space of a coiling tentacle as it descended through the clouds. Shooting out the other side, the Aegre dived as yet more tentacles and feelers probed the world beneath the oily clouds. One of them ensnared the mottled beast mid-fall and yanked it up to unseen mouths. Valyra didn’t stop until she was gliding low over the ground, where she could land at a run between the scourge of fungal trees.

The slaiken blade returned to its place beside his saddle, Daijen jumped down, his boots flattening the white mushrooms that blanketed the forest floor. He craned his neck to scour the sky, but the predators of that realm had retreated once more, the clouds left to bleed their myriad colours.

Daijen sighed.

Every second was about surviving the next predator. With that in mind, he didn’t enjoy the towering mushrooms that loomed ominously over them. He felt watched beneath them.

Making for the rise that cut through the forest, he used hands and feet to scramble up the rocky hill. With Valyra by his side, they soon reached the top, its peak levelling out to form a jagged scar across the fungal terrain. From there, the Vahlken could see their intended destination.

From a distance, it was a silhouette against a starless sky, impossibly vast—its canopy long since withered to spires of blackened bonewood and rot. The trunk alone was so wide it contained a city within its ribs, the highest towers of which could just be seen topping the jagged walls.

The petrified bark looked to have been fossilised by centuries of corruption, lending it the appearance of stone-like plates and all veined with sickly bioluminescence. As it did on the ground, fungus grew like ivy, blooming in grotesque patterns across the trunk.

Most unusual was the rhythmic wind that wasn’t wind at all. Warm and steady, it pulsed out from the hollow tree, washing over the mushroom forest, before being sucked back in again. If Daijen wasn’t mistaken, the tree was… breathing. On that breath were carried—nay, exhaled—fresh whorls and waves of spores.

It was unnerving.

Daijen might have hesitated to make his move, but he thought about the great portal he had left behind. How many times had it opened and closed since he had left? How many days or weeks had Verda known while he seemingly moved through treacle?

There was no time to hesitate.

“Let’s find ourselves a dragon,” he said, beginning his descent.

Keeping out of the sky altogether, Vahlken and Aegre trekked through the fungal forest, blades and talons at the ready. Every step was hounded by incessant whispers, from the chitinous bugs that snaked and crawled between the mushrooms at their feet, to the larger predators that stalked in the shadows of the rounded canopies.

Meat! some hissed, though it seemed their thoughts were tinged with fear—a predator deciding it might be prey when compared to Valyra.

Hide! others shrieked, vanishing into the stinking fauna.

There was another voice, however, that pursued them, though Daijen failed to track it back to any creature. It seemed to find life in the creaking of the mushroom stalks and the bursting of fungal heads. It was all the stronger when they passed by one of the immense roots that coiled and braided across the land.

Almost every word that drifted through the spores was lost to Daijen, who rarely missed a sound, but the one word he did catch raised the hairs on the back of his neck.

Come, the voice bade, beckoning them on.

The stronger the voice came through, the more Daijen began to notice larger monsters backing off, staying inside their hovels and burrows.

Forbidden, they murmured, their many legs, tendrils, and claws retreating out of sight.

With both his scimitar and atori blade in hand, the Vahlken could but press on. He needed to find Malliath, and if he was going to get a starting point, it was likely going to come from some form of civilisation.

Entering what appeared to be a natural clearing, Daijen and Valyra destroyed patch after patch of mushrooms, their every step accompanied by the soft hiss of spore release. Besides filling his sensitive nose with the smell of rot, it bathed on his tongue with every breath, forcing him to taste rancid meat.

Not yet… came a new voice, rasping and haggard.

Daijen and Valyra stopped in the heart of the clearing, both searching between the fungal trees and large growths of flattened mushrooms. All was shrouded in shadow, the vapid light of decaying sun barely able to reach them.

Those same two words came again from a dozen different sources and all around them. An ambush!

Now! the voice cried.

From the ground itself they sprang as one, encircling the pair. Their armour was just visible beneath the layer of mushrooms and fungal roots that had camouflaged them so well. Even their swords were coiled in the same stuff, the steel dulled by mud. The first to reach Daijen, its dark cloak heavy with growth, was just as absurd as the knight who had attacked him in the vault on Carstane. Unlike that particular one, a mass of pale, writhing tendrils resembling fungal growth were bursting out of its maskless helmet. Indeed, each tendril was an organic appendage that flowered at the end, always wiggling. Two black eyes could be glimpsed between them, nestled among the roots of its facial mushrooms.

Valyra stepped in before Daijen needed to do anything, one front set of talons raking the fungal soldier into the ground. She flapped her right wing and hammered two more, launching them back into the forest. Her fine tail whipped and cracked before coiling about one of their ankles. The soldier in question was dragged down and swept across the carpet of mushrooms at speed, its body broken upon impacting the stalk of a mighty fungal tree.

Two came at Daijen at once, one with so many growths protruding from its head that it couldn’t wear a helmet. The one with a helmet had an elongated jaw where orange mushrooms had grown into some kind of beard. What could be seen of its upper face was skeletal, the pale skin mottled by patches of moss around black eyes and an altogether absent nose.

Daijen batted one sword aside with his atori blade before a successive follow up of his scimitar severed the bearded soldier’s arm at the elbow. A swift shoulder barge knocked it back and gave him space to meet its comrade’s attack. The Vahlken crossed his weapons and blocked the two-handed strike above his head. Using his opponent’s body like a wall, Daijen planted one boot in muddy cuirass and flipped up and back, his free foot swinging to catch the fungal knight under the jaw.

As Daijen landed deftly on his feet, the soldier struck the ground in a clank of armour and hiss of spores. A twist of his atori blade and the weapon was plunged straight down, through his enemy’s misshapen face.

Seemingly unaware that its arm had been cut off, the mushroom-bearded foe returned, one gauntleted hand clasping Daijen’s shoulder. The Vahlken rounded on it, his scimitar chopping down from on high and severing the other arm before the atori blade whipped across the soldier’s throat. From its fresh wounds oozed a wretched black sap that carried a scent even worse than that of their flesh.

Turning to face the rest, Daijen slowly straightened, his muscles relaxing. Valyra had already slaughtered them all. She shook her head and hacked at the ground, her salvia spattering the mushrooms with traces of black sap where she had torn at them with her beak. Clearly the taste of it was just as foul as the smell.

“I don’t think the answers we seek can be found here,” Daijen surmised, shaking some of the sap free from his scimitar. “Let’s take our hunt elsewhere.”

Release the veilspores, rasped a voice from the ether.

Both Daijen and Valyra swivelled, following the command along the spores to its source. From the shadows it was thrown, a glass vial filled with blue liquid. It struck the Aegre’s armoured beak and shattered, spilling viscous fluid across the iron. Valyra grunted and moved her head, but it only served to swill the blue spores that drifted into the air around her beak. Without meaning to, the Aegre breathed it in, her image distorting behind a veil of rippling air.

“Valyra!” Daijen bellowed.

He dashed towards her but stopped himself when he saw the magic at work. She was moving in slow motion, her eyes taking an age to complete a single blink. It was then that their new foe revealed themselves, emerging from between the fungal trees in a uniformed procession.

Two by two, six fiends marched into the clearing, their formation protecting a seventh individual in the centre. Daijen immediately recognised the six guardians and their double-ended spears—he had already killed one of their kind, after all. Just like the one he had fought and defeated in the vault on Carstane, these six were encased in nightmarish armour forged to resemble various skeletal body parts. From their large and sloping pauldrons flowed several columns of interlinked bones, all of which clattered against their armoured suits.

Within their iron hoods, set into moist, sable skin, were the soulless ebony eyes of monsters. Here and there, protruding between their plates, were bundles of green mushrooms and streaks of barbed vines, hinting at their true nature within all that armour.

As one, they stepped aside, revealing the seventh figure in their midst. Daijen was taken aback. It was like looking at a twisted version of The Green Leaf. Hooded and robed in a muddy material Daijen couldn’t quite make sense of, the faux wizard was brimming with green and white mushrooms. They grew out of its belt and the ends of its sleeves, over its chest and across its shoulders, where they rose like mighty pauldrons, each a small hillock of fungal growth. A similar mound of toadstools grew out of the end of its wooden staff.

Differentiating it further from the armoured guards, the fungal wizard had sickly green skin, making its black eyes all the more obvious as they turned on Daijen. It pointed at the Vahlken.

Bring that one alive, it commanded, the words passing through the spores.

The six fungal knights didn’t hesitate.

Daijen sniffed and fell into a crouch, eager to slay any who threatened Valyra. The first to come at him was shockingly agile considering the weight of all that armour, their attack a leaping thrust. The knight hadn’t intended to kill him, of course, but merely reposition him—and it worked.

The Vahlken naturally deflected the incoming blow and sidestepped at the same time, where another of its fungal ilk was waiting for him. Its weight resting on the planted spear, the second knight jumped into a kick that rammed into Daijen’s chest. He felt all five of its hooked claws dig into his cuirass of Weaver’s silk, and, while they could not penetrate it, he still felt the sting of each tip bruise his skin beneath.

Taken from his feet, he was sure to turn his landing into a backwards roll that saw him returned to the fight in one fluid motion. They were on him again, spears slicing through the air one way then the next, always forcing the Vahlken to dodge and evade, his feet tearing through the mushrooms.

He yelled out when one cut across his thigh, but the sound was muted when another clobbered him with an iron gauntlet. Numerous hands then grabbed at him, yanking him from the ground. He clawed at the mushrooms but failed to pick up his atori blade before he was forced to fight his way free of the many hands.

His scimitar flicked left then right, severing a hand from two of the knights. Like the soldiers before them, they didn’t seem overly bothered by the loss nor the black sap that oozed from the wounds. Daijen decided they wouldn’t mind if they lost their heads then.

With Vahlken strength, he pulled the knight behind him up and over one shoulder. No sooner was he slammed into the ground at Daijen’s feet than his face was impaled by a scimitar. A sharp twist separated the top half of its head from its jaw.

Pivoting into another attack, his blade followed him, flowing seamlessly from defence to attack. The same pair who had lost a hand each were cut down when Daijen located the gaps in their armour.

Stop! came the grating voice of the fungal wizard.

Daijen kept the remaining three knights in sight, waiting for them to stand down before he retreated and regarded their master. The green-skinned fiend was holding another vial, taken from one of the many pouches that laden its belt. This particular vial was bright red.

Submit, the wizard commanded.

The Vahlken flipped his scimitar into a backhanded position and offered the wretch a defiant sneer.

Submit, or the creature dies.

Daijen had no reason to believe his enemy was lying—the blue vial had certainly proved potent. There was every chance the red one would do something worse.

He had to fight every instinct and aspect of his training to drive his blade into the earth and step away. The knights advanced, quick to claim the scimitar and fallen atori short-sword. They picked his person apart, diligently removing the rest of his arsenal, before one of them clasped his hands and pressed his wrists together. All the while, Daijen watched Valyra, the Aegre still moving in slow motion, her eyes fixed on him. He could imagine the wrath trapped inside that pocket of time with her. If she could, Valyra would rip them all to pieces—slowly.

The fungal wizard stepped closer, the fingers and thumb of one hand pinched together inside a pouch on its belt. The Vahlken frowned at the yellow powder then sprinkled over his wrists.

“What is this?”

The answer came in the form of pain. He grunted and growled as the burning bit into his flesh. The knights held him fast, preventing him from pulling his arms apart while the powder seared his skin.

As the pain faded, Daijen raised his hands, scrutinising the wizard’s work. He felt sick. His wrists had fused together, the skin of each arm blending into the other, binding his hands like organic manacles. Trying to pull them apart was like trying to rip the very flesh off his body.

“What is this?” he repeated furiously.

You will follow. The words drifted across the spore-ridden air.

Daijen had a stream of protests and questions on the tip of his tongue when a new band of fungal soldiers entered the clearing. They began unraveling nets and uncoiling ropes, their activity centred around Valyra.

“If you hurt her⁠—”

Pick up the pieces. Nothing is to be wasted. The fungal wizard turned its dark eyes on Daijen once more. You will follow.

The Vahlken bit his tongue and allowed the knights to steer him through the putrid forest. The further he was marched from Valyra, the more lost and out of control he felt. Besides his love for the Aegre, a companion he could no longer imagine life without, there would be no escaping the Shadow Realm without flying into the sky—her wings were essential if he was to see the real sun again. If he was to see Ilithranda again.

Breaching the forest, Daijen’s concerns were as numbered as he was awed by the sheer size of the hollow tree stump. It dominated the land in front of him, rising up like a wall of black stone. It was so enormous that it appeared like a flat wall, its curve beyond sight.

Open the Mawgate! the fungal wizard hissed, its voice amplified again and again as it passed through the spores and reached the tree.

As Daijen was escorted up one of the sloping roots, a portion of the trunk itself began to move. Deep and low, the sound was almost imperceptible at first, like the groan of the earth remembering something ancient and terrible. At the top of the root, two hulking doors began to open, peeling away from the black bark. From within poured out a thick and heavy air of concentrated spore-mist, tinting the world yellow.

The wider the doors yawned the louder they groaned, though it was not that of thunder nor even a roar—it was the sound of hunger itself, the Mawgate stretching wide like jaws.

Daijen felt the instinctual urge to hold his breath as he crossed the threshold. Indeed, his instincts were all he was left with after entering that strangest of places. The city, as it were, rose up around him, only its every spire and building towered far higher than anything he had ever seen in Verda.

The interior appeared to have been built from the tree’s own inner walls, the structures not carved but grown, moulded from fungal bark into something akin to stone. Everywhere he looked, and with a craning neck, he saw bridges hanging from rotted sinew and balconies looking out on yawning hollows.

Of what he could see, none of it was illuminated by fire. There were no candles, no braziers, no torches. It seemed living flame was forbidden. Instead, the city was set in gloom thanks to the drifting spores and glowing mould that grew up so many walls and rooftops. It steeped the buildings and streets in hues of greens and purples where it wasn’t misted by the yellow spores.

The Vahlken’s arrival caused quite the stir. From every nook and cranny the fungal population emerged to spy him. They were all so different, their bodies afflicted in different ways by the growth. Some were taller than Daijen while others stood no taller than his hip. There were even some who appeared to be growing into the buildings, as if their fungal skin had spread out of control.

Among them were the soldiers and knights who had ambushed the companions. They alone possessed some uniformity in their looks, though each was a nightmare unto themselves.

Crammed into that dense soup of spores, their voices mingled on the air, worming into Daijen’s mind as he was taken through the streets and ever upwards. So many, their thoughts were hard to pin down and make sense of—save three words.

The Hollow King.

Whatever they were all thinking at the sight of him, they all came back to those same three words. He had heard them before, spoken aloud by a voice that hadn’t been used in a long time.

“The Hollow King must be fed,” the fungal knight had exclaimed on Carstane.

After climbing enough stairs and steep streets to make an ordinary Andaren pass out from exhaustion, Daijen and his armed escort arrived at another looming gate. It was already opening for them, granting entry to the city’s largest and most central tower. Shoved over the threshold, the Vahlken made his way through imposingly tall hallways and past monumental statues crafted from the tree. The gloom was all the thicker inside, the shadows palpable, alive.

Fungal creatures and intelligent beings lurked in every corner, up the walls, and some even watched him pass from their place inside the strange sporestone, their bodies fused like his wrists.

Doing his best to breathe through his mouth and stave off the nausea that accompanied the stench of the place, Daijen Saeth soon found himself brought to a stop near the head of the grandest chamber of all. Its walls were entirely smothered in black mushrooms, pulsing vines, and fungal abnormalities. A single empty window, arching and tall, stood defiantly against the growth. It offered a view of the hanging sun and its black face, the light melting around its edges.

The ceiling began to creak, hiss, and even slither, the shadows shifting and coiling. The fungal knights dropped to one knee and the wizard beside them. Daijen remained standing, his hands in his lap and his eyes on the darkness above. It took him a moment to understand what he was actually looking at.

Descending from the ceiling, wrapped in thick cords of blackened mycelium, was a throne unlike anything the Vahlken had ever seen. It wasn’t a seat, like those enjoyed by Verda’s emperors and kings. It was a writhing tangle of fungal veins and all attached to the back of…

Daijen’s jaw fell open.

From the depths of nightmares untold, a single figure was brought before him—tall, cloaked in living rot, and crowned in bone and night.

The Hollow King had come.


52
JUMPING AHEAD


Calm your thoughts, Garganafan bade. Time is still on our side.

Kassanda Grey could feel her patience evaporating in the cold hollow of Drakanan’s high walls. They had already waited for some time while Grarfath and Yamnomora had disappeared inside and explained to their people why they had to leave. The news hadn’t been met with enthusiasm, a fact that had only slowed down their departure.

The pair had eventually returned and reported that assurances had been required to alleviate distress. Using The Anther, Yamnomora would port the group to Valgala. Soon thereafter, the two dwarves had promised their people that Grarfath would use the hammer and see them port back.

That both of them would return seemed an unlikely outcome to Kassanda, but it wasn’t her place to say as much. She was needed in the capital. The dwarves would have to choose for themselves what path they were to take, though she hoped they would both return and stay out of the carnage to come.

In truth, a part of the Rider still desired the hammer for herself, but the shame of abandoning Joran to challenge Baelon for the blade was weighty enough to quash that feeling. Kassanda would face her foe with seven hundred years of experience and fighting prowess. That would have to be enough.

Slait groaned behind her, reminding the Rider of her ludicrous plan to unleash The Dancing Sword of the Dawn on Baelon Vos and his lot.

“It’s holding me too tight!” he fumed within Garganafan’s grip.

“Perhaps you would prefer to travel inside his jaws?” she posed.

The zealot growled, his shoulders able to move no more than inches. “He’s squeezing!”

“Silence,” Kassanda commanded. “I thought I was clear. I am taking you for one reason and one reason only. Until that appointed hour, when you might finally prove of some worth in your miserable life, I would hear naught but gratitude for leaving your head atop your shoulders.”

The Dragon Rider turned away at that, leaving the Andaren to seethe—in beautiful silence.

As the wind picked up and whipped around the horseshoe canyon, Grarfath was explaining to Yamnomora that she needed to plunge The Anther, striking the top of the golden head rather than the traditional side.

“Think o’ it as surface area,” he was saying, running a stubby finger over the top of the hammer. “Ye want to port a larger area or more people, ye hit the top. Got it?”

“It ain’ exactly a conundrum,” Yamnomora replied dryly.

“Are we ready?” Kassanda asked, allowing just a portion of her eagerness to be heard.

Grarfath looked to Yamnomora, his black dreadlocks draped over his shoulders. “Mora?”

The red-headed dwarf hefted the weapon of power and shrugged casually, though it did little to hide her apprehension. “Let’s go.”

“Remember,” the smith told her, “jus’ see in yer mind where ye want to go. The hammer will respond. Ye jus’ pour ye will into it.”

“I got it.”

“Right so,” Grarfath replied, positioning himself beside Kassanda while Morgwyn nestled in closer to Garganafan.

Yamnomora twisted The Anther to face head down, her grip that of pale knuckles.

“Don’ get distracted,” Grarfath commented, eliciting a head twitch from his fellow dwarf.

“I got it.”

“Right so.”

Yamnomora took a steadying breath and ran through a slow practice movement, dropping to one knee as she did.

“Make sure ye visualise a big space,” the smith articulated.

Yamnomora turned a single eye on the dwarf. “I said I got it, Grarfath! Would ye shut yer trap an’ let me concentrate?”

The smith raised his hands before pretending to twist a key into his lips.

With a sharp intake of breath, Yamnomora stood up and lifted The Anther high. It plunged straight down beside her, hammering the hard earth with raw power. It was enough to send out a wave of rippling air in all directions, each fragment revealing a portion of snow-covered grass and pale skies. Again, the battle-hardened dwarf brought the weapon to bear, striking at the ground with a resolve matched only by her brutal strength.

The ripple pushed out from the impact site, the chips of distorted air that much clearer now. Kassanda looked ahead and saw the white walls of Valgala where she should have seen the dark rock of Drakanan. The mirage inevitably faded, however, leaving Yamnomora panting and sweating as she, again, called on the power of The Anther.

By the fourth and fifth attempt, it became clear that the hammer was drinking in her will, but that the dwarf only had so much to give—and it wasn’t enough. Kassanda was hesitant to offer her assistance, well aware of the pride dwarves clung to as well as the significance of The Anther being wielded by one of their kind.

But they needed to reach Valgala.

As the Dragon Rider stepped forwards, Yamnomora gripped The Anther in both hands and roared with such a might as to spark envy in a dragon. Every rune etched into the hammer was alight with blue divinity upon that final strike, and so those fragmented shards of elsewhere solidified into their reality, placing the six of them on a vast and snowy plain outside Valgala’s north gate.

As was typical of The Anther, it had exchanged the hard earth of Drakanan’s frozen north with Erador’s heartland, blending the environments into a jagged mess of earth and stone. It was also accompanied by an absurd gust of frigid wind from half a country away.

Kassanda looked up at the behemoth of a city with pure wonderment. Then she doubled over and heaved her breakfast across the ground. Even the dragons staggered to the sides, their enormous heads shaking. Slait was more fortunate, remaining immune to the effects, but was unfortunate enough to be encaged within Garganafan’s unrelenting grip.

When the Dragon Rider was finished wiping her mouth and able to stand up straight, she came to realise that not all of their party was on their feet.

“Mora!” Grarfath yelled, despite her face being only inches from his own, the dwarf held in his arms. “Mora!” He shook her arms in the hope of cajoling her awake. “Come on, Mora, come back to me.”

“Has this happened before?” Kassanda demanded, ignoring the shouts and calls from atop the city walls.

“Aye. Sort o’. It were a big jump⁠—”

Yamnomora began to shake of her own accord, her limbs rattling in his hands as her eyes rolled back into her head. The smith gasped, his fear and shock colliding in a maelstrom of inaction.

“What’s happenin’?” he stammered.

“She’s fitting.” Kassanda took charge and prised her from Grarfath’s embrace. “We need to lie her on her side. Cup her head so she doesn’t bang it on the ground.”

Besides the chaos of those who wished to use the road they had just destroyed, the king’s men were already running out to greet them.

“Is she goin’ to be all righ’?”

Kassanda looked up from Yamnomora’s shaking form to look directly into the smith’s glassy eyes. “I don’t know.”
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It seemed an age given the size of the city and, indeed, its lakeside palace, before the three of them were comfortably situated in the physician’s suite of the king’s private quarters. Thankfully, Yamnomora had ceased fitting long before then and was now snoring in a bed while a trio of Valgala’s best doctors looked her over.

“We’re best leaving her to rest and awaken when she’s ready,” Kassanda said quietly to the smith, who had yet to tear himself any further than a few feet from her bed.

“It were too much,” he muttered, his black skin sheened with sweat. “I should take her back. Dwarves should tend to dwarves.”

“Drakanan’s dwindling supplies cannot hope to match those of Valgala’s apothecaries. Let her rest here. Dwarf or not, she will be tended to by the best physicians with the best medicines.”

Grarfath could only sigh.

Kassanda placed a hand on one of his large shoulders, for whatever comfort it was. “Stay with her then. Your presence will be a comfort when she awakens.”

Closing the doors behind her, the Dragon Rider was greeted by a familiar face. “Captain Hawkins.”

“Master Grey,” the soldier replied curtly enough, and with a slight bow of the head.

“Though my arrival was somewhat unconventional, I can assure you, Captain, it reflects my urgency to speak with the king.”

“I have been instructed to escort you to the war room.”

“That seems about right.”

Two floors up, and with a mere glance at the throne room, Kassanda was granted entrance to an ornate library built over two floors. Of course, for the last two centuries, it had been renamed the war room. She recalled old King Luthion then, the sitting monarch when war with the Andarens first broke out. It had been his decision to receive his war council in a place of wisdom, where the kings before him had often found quiet solitude.

Kassanda was deflated to discover the chamber entirely empty.

Captain Hawkins was already closing the doors behind him before the Rider could enquire as to the king’s absence. Left alone, Kassanda wandered towards the head of the room, gliding past the large table that dominated the ground floor. Wider than it was long, the surface displayed a three-dimensional map of Erador and Andara.

Kassanda doubled back when she realised the white and red pieces—Andarens and humans respectively—had moved since she had last seen the map. The white pieces had moved from The Silver Tress of Akmar, and were now nestled safely inside The Saible, an indomitable fortress that bottlenecked the only path into Andara’s heartland.

The red pieces were sitting atop the waters of The Deep, heading south to Caster Hold no doubt—where they were useless to Erador’s safety. Kassanda felt responsible for that fact. It had been her strong advice that urged the king to move his forces north to intercept the Andarens on their way back to Andara. While that had born fruit—the Golem bones reclaimed—it had played perfectly into the enemy’s current plan of invasion.

“I know what you’re thinking,” came a voice from one of the darkened alcoves. “Were those damned bones really worth the lives of every man, woman, and child in Valgala?”

A lithe figure disturbed the shadows, and the leather armchair creaked as he rose to his feet—encased in a pair of crisp black boots. Shafts of light from the tall windows revealed a man somewhere in his sixties, his beard and hair neatly trimmed and brushed back, if fading to the point that it was almost impossible to say whether he had once boasted of blond or copper hair. Dressed like a gentleman of the court, he was immaculate from head to foot, just as he had been the last time Kassanda had endured his presence.

“Galahart,” she said simply, naming the man with obvious disdain.

“Then there’s Caster Hold, of course,” he went on, gesturing at the map. “A smoking ruin now.”

Kassanda was rocked by so few words. Had the coastal fort really fallen? Already? Of course it had, she thought. With the army at sea, who was left to stand against Herragax?

“Farnfoss is gone, as if it were never even there,” Galahart continued. “Thedaria burns even as we speak, its people in a chokehold.”

“Thedaria?” the Rider echoed, despair reaching for a grip about her heart—all those people!

Kassanda looked at the table, where a collection of new—black—pieces were clustered around Thedaria. The enemy had already cut a bloody line across the country, and there would be more blood before they stopped.

“If only Vander had been met by our forces at Caster Hold,” Galahart added dryly. “Oh well. At least we have the bones, hmm? And left in the safekeeping of the dwarves no less. Kaliban be praised⁠—”

“Enough,” Kassanda snapped, quite done with his sarcasm. “I recall you agreeing with my counsel.”

“I recall you making an excellent case for recovering the bones. What was it you said to General Dorrick in this very room? Ah yes, they will increase their arsenal of magic. If only it were the Andarens and their magic we should fear.”

“I believe it was you and General Dorrick—not I—who misplaced an army in Harendun. You’ve had seventeen years to get them back and remind them whom they serve.”

“That might have been viable had we a dragon in our corner,” he retorted pointedly. “As it were, I struggled to find an envoy willing to stand in the shadow of Herragax while delivering an ultimatum.”

Kassanda had no barbed response she could be bothered verbalising. Nor could she be bothered explaining to the spymaster why her own tasks had been important enough to keep her away. Instead, she turned her attention back to the map, her eyes feeding Garganafan all that she could see.

“They’re still in Thedaria?” she enquired.

“At last report, yes. Though we believe their departure is imminent. They need only take The Misted Road through the mountains, and we will see them in the west before long.”

“The mountain pass should thin their numbers,” the Rider posed.

“Nothing else has so far,” Galahart informed her, his hands clasped behind his back. “I don’t see why a bit of cold will fare any better.”

“Then it will slow them down at the very least.”

“To what end?” the spymaster countered. “The homeguard are ill-equipped to repel a full scale invasion of the city. Our forces will just be arriving at Caster Hold, only to discover the docks littered with enemy ships and their home burned to the ground. Grief will paralyse most of them.”

“What about the battalion from Freygard? Commander Teague was to have them return. Can’t we call on them at least?”

“That order has already been given,” Galahart replied, offering a modicum of hope. “Indeed, the battalion will offer us some form of strategic defence, though spreading six hundred men across Valgala’s walls seems hardly a defence. Still, that was the same thought Baelon Vos had when his band of flying rogues made camp on Lake Kundrum’s shores…”

Kassanda’s dark eyes flitted from the map to the spymaster, her hope dashed by a blade of dread.

“He burned them all,” Galahart reported grimly. “Six hundred fathers, brothers, sons, and husbands—all gone in a flash of dragon fire. So I ask again: to what end? They can go as slow as they like, we have no resources to prepare.”

Kassanda leaned against the table, her thumbs hooked over The Drifting Sea. The situation was more dire than she could have imagined. In truth, her imagination was rather crowded by the imagery of six hundred men being burned alive.

Get them out, Garganafan said, his voice a clearing breeze in her mind.

The Rider glanced at the ceiling, feeling her companion high above, soaring over the city with Morgwyn at his side.

“We have to evacuate the city,” she declared.

“Out of the question.”

Kassanda scowled at the man. “We have to save as many lives as we can! That’s what we should be doing with the time we have.”

“Besides the fact that Erador’s entire economy sits on Valgala’s shoulders, where would seven hundred thousand people even go? Who would take them? Elderhall perhaps? Allisander? Hemon? They have populations of their own to support—none of which compare to the population of Valgala. No, Master Grey. Evacuation is not an option. We would only bring about the collapse of another city.”

“At least get them into the eastern fields,” Kassanda implored. “Get them off the streets, because that’s where we’ll be fighting.”

“That would incite anarchy like you’ve never seen, a lawlessness we couldn’t hope to manage. Our best and only chance at keeping the people of this city alive is by preventing the enemy from breaching its walls to begin with.”

Through her bond with Garganafan, Kassanda knew from his lofty vantage that Valgala’s circular high wall boasted of twenty-four mounted ballistae with six to each quadrant. Every bolt, of which there was a considerable supply beside each ballista, had been purchased from the dwarves and were all tipped with silvyr—dragon-killers. They had been fitted seventeen years prior, when Vander and Herragax had taken control of Harendun, and Baelon Vos had disappeared with his fellow Riders. The people, of course, believed they were equipped to defend against Aegres.

Then there were the trebuchets, all of which had been built into the top of the city’s walls with two per quadrant, their counterweights affixed to a pulley system on the ground, inside the wall. Their angle of rotation was very limited, ruling out the trebuchets in both the north and south-east quadrants as the enemy was set to advance from the west. Even of those situated on the eastern quadrants, there was every chance the upper and lower-most catapults wouldn’t attain the right angle to defend against a siege from The Misted Road.

That potentially left Valgala with two trebuchets and a handful of ballistae, though the ballistae sole duty would be keeping the dragons at bay, and since they would likely attack from all sides, the city’s entire compliment of ballistae would get exhausted.

Do not discount us, Garganafan said, inserting himself into her considerations. Morgwyn and I can give our kin something to think about.

Morgwyn is far too young to challenge any of Baelon’s dragons, Kassanda clapped back. Think what would happen if he faced Yillir or Karsak. Even injured, Parthagon would kill him. Then there’s Kalaghan. I almost think he would enjoy it.

They will not risk killing Morgwyn so long as they value Joran, the hulking white dragon replied. And do not use his youth against him. Smaller targets can go unnoticed. Besides, to any man, he is a fire breathing Giant.

Even so, we cannot use him like a shield.

“Does Garganafan have something to add?” Galahart asked, head tilted like a curious dog. “The crown always welcomes the wisdom of dragons. Especially when it is dragons who threaten to beset the city.”

Kassanda ignored the subtle jibe at treachery where the Dragon Riders were concerned and ploughed on. “Empty the armoury. Anyone that can hold a sword, gets a sword.”

“That we can do.”

“How many do the homeguard number?” she asked.

“Just shy of a thousand,” the spymaster answered without hesitation.

“Do we have estimates on Vander’s forces?”

“There are nuances to tallying that particular number. Of the ten thousand men sent to take Harendun, we lost two thousand before claiming victory. Another fifteen hundred were sent back with injuries. That left Vander with roughly six thousand five hundred men. Seventeen years have passed since then, of course. During that time we suspect the numbers have fluctuated. The borders have been rife with smuggling, be it supplies or women. Vander will have young and capable men at his disposal by now—loyal men born in Harendun under his regime.”

“Barely men,” Kassanda remarked.

“But still able to wield a sword and take orders,” Galahart pointed out. “There have also been reports of lawlessness under Vander’s rule. That would suggest that he’s lost some of his men to thoughtless violence.”

“Your best guess then.”

The spymaster sucked in a breath, his piercing blue eyes analysing the map. “By the time they’re finished sacking Thedaria… we estimate seven thousand.”

That was a hard number to swallow.

Kassanda used one of the long hooks to drag the black pieces that represented Vander’s forces, repositioning them on the other side of the mountains, where nothing stood between them and Valgala. Then she picked up eight new pieces that sat idly beside the map, each carved in the image of a dragon, its wings tucked in. She positioned these north of Valgala, naming the Riders as she did.

“Garek, Rengyr, Gondrith, Obrin, Raya, Haldar, Col-vok, and Baelon. That’s who we face. Their dragons are fully grown and have centuries of experience—thousands of years between them all.” Finally, she added one last dragon piece to Vander’s forces. “Seven thousand men and a dragon from the west. Eight dragons and Riders from the north. Less than a thousand homeguard inside the walls. The odds are less than favourable.”

“Don’t forget the extra card we have to deal,” Galahart replied, sarcasm slicking his words like oil. “Tell me, where should we position a psychotic zealot with all the advantages of a mutated Vahlken?”

Kassanda bit back her retort, reminding herself that the king wouldn’t thank her for leaving him with a spymaster who couldn’t talk. Damned if she couldn’t feel his jaw breaking under her knuckles though.

“Slait’s a wild dog on a leash,” she said, thinking of the wretched Andaren, confined to the palace dungeons. “When the time is right, I shall remove the leash set him loose on our enemy.”

“Once the leash is removed,” the spymaster warned, “there might be no putting it back on.”

Kassanda shrugged off the concern. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take with these odds.”

Galahart bowed his head. “Eight dragons in the north,” he said, continuing their previous conversation. “This is confirmed?”

“I saw all of them in their camp, north of the towers.”

Galahart looked suddenly downcast. “As if he needed so many to take the city.”

“Let us not forget our own dragons,” came a voice from one of the bookshelves.

Kassanda’s head snapped around, only to discover that what she had believed to be a bookshelf was, in fact, a hidden door that led to some kind of private study. It was King Edris himself who strode from that concealed room and picked up two more dragon pieces, each added to Valgala.

“Your Grace,” Kassanda said, acknowledging the man with a bow.

“Whatever my spymaster has said, and I’m sure it’s all dour, your arrival is most timely, Master Grey. Yourself and Garganafan have more than proved yourselves to be stalwart protectors of the realm. And I see you have brought reinforcements of your own,” he added, glancing at the tall windows. “A young dragon if I’m not mistaken…”

The king’s suspicions were more than obvious. When last he had seen Kassanda, she had been in the company of Joran, his secret son. There was clearly a part of him that hoped Joran had returned, and a Dragon Rider no less. His suspicions were half right.

“We have arrived in the company of Morgwyn, Your Grace. Newly hatched.”

The king’s gaze turned fully on the Rider. “Newly hatched? Is he…”

“Morgwyn has bonded with Joran, yes,” she confirmed, bringing out a beaming smile that looked so out of place on the king’s exhausted features.

“Could he stop flying long enough to greet his father?” Edris enquired, peering out the window again.

“I’m afraid Joran didn’t accompany us, Your Grace.”

The king looked back, his concern better suited to the dark rings beneath his eyes and the wan of his skin—here was a man who knew that war was coming to his gate. “Where is he then?”

Kassanda hesitated, chastising herself for having given no thought to this particular conversation. “He rides with Baelon Vos, Your Grace.”

Whatever reserves the king was employing to maintain a sense of regal decorum took a blow then, like marble cracking. “Truly?” he whispered.

“He flies with Oaken now, Your Grace.”

There was a flash of recognition on the kings face. “Oaken?”

“Morgwyn has not been taken in by Baelon’s manipulations,” Kassanda explained. “He’s taking advantage of Joran’s youth, not to mention the loss of his…”

Edris’s eyes twitched. “Yes, we know all about the events on Nareene. Galahart has spoken with...”

“Androma and Cob,” the spymaster said, filling in the gap in the king’s knowledge.

“That’s it. Androma and Cob. Yes, we know all about Gallien Pendain and the truth of who was really lurking inside that head of his. It’s magic beyond my ken. I can’t say I even—” The king stopped himself from rambling on and took a breath while he collected his thoughts. “It must have been quite a shock for Joran. No boy should have to witness such a thing.”

Kassanda looked intently at the collection of dragon pieces on the map. “I would say his days as a boy have come to an end, Your Grace. What he’s seen, what he’s survived… He found the courage to withstand it all, as any with the dragon heart would do. He earned his bond. He is now garbed as a Rider, bonded to a dragon of rich heritage, and he has received training from the best fighters in the world. He needs only time now, time to see things as they truly are.”

“The same could be said of all our youth,” Galahart interjected. “Of which we have a great many inside these walls, Your Grace. I think it prudent we shift our focus to Valgala’s defences.”

King Edris was nodding absently, his mind still lingering on his son.

“What of reinforcements from the other major cities?” Kassanda questioned. “Hemon and Elderhall have barracks, yes? What of Allisander? If we send word now, they might reach Valgala in time.”

“The Dragon Riders have been out of affairs for a while,” Galahart commented, another jibe. “The barracks at Hemon and Elderhall were emptied years ago, when so many of our soldiers failed to return from Harendun. Allisander was similarly depleted, though we kept many of them by the coast and retrained to work in the shipyards. That would be the very same ships that cannot find harbour at Caster Hold.”

Kassanda’s keen eyes traced along The Spoken Road, leading her to The Tower of Jain. “What about the Jainus? If we were ever in need of their magic, it’s now.”

“They have assured us aid,” Galahart said.

“I should think so,” Kassanda replied fiercely. “Do they not serve at the pleasure of the king? They should already be here—all of them.”

“We’re still coordinating with the Magus.”

“Coordinating? What does that mean?”

“It means they haven’t decided who they’re backing yet,” the king explained, putting it plainly. “There’s certainly no love lost between the Jainus and the Dragon Riders—I would say you’ve been outright enemies at times—but if they believe there’s no beating Baelon Vos, they may well bend the knee to him.”

“That’s unacceptable,” Kassanda declared.

“We have what we have,” the king said wearily, the pressure of overwhelming odds drawing him out. “To be blunt, Master Grey, how will Garganafan fare against nine of his kin?”

Kassanda felt a reserved, yet bold, resolve ripple across their bond. Garganafan didn’t want to fight his fellow dragons, just as he hadn’t wanted to fight Parthagon. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t fight them, and damned if they weren’t going to suffer for it.

“For all his faults, Baelon lends weight to the lives of his dragons and Riders. Their immortality is sacred to him. There’s a chance Garganafan’s presence alone might give him pause.”

“Baelon and his lot have killed plenty of dragons and Riders,” Galahart argued.

“They’ve killed those who refused to bow to him,” Kassanda corrected. “Baelon won’t want to risk the lives of what few loyalists he has left.”

“Can he really fear one dragon when he has nine at his command?” King Edris asked, unaware that he was offending a very proud creature, the very same gliding over his head.

“Baelon will assume victory, but he knows it will come at a price—Garganafan will see to that. The only question is how many of his disciples he is willing to lose.”

The thought of Garganafan not surviving the siege to come turned the king’s expression sombre. It wasn’t something Kassanda could even internalise, sure in her heart that she would certainly die by her companion’s side, each fulfilling their oath to the throne of Erador. Instead, she kept her mind on practical matters.

“All of the gates will need reinforcing,” the Rider said. “Especially the western gates. Garganafan and Morgwyn can help to move anything and everything to aid with this. I would like to personally inspect every ballista and catapult. I wouldn’t mind looking every one of your homeguard in the eye either. We must be strategic in their placement.”

“Captain Hawkins can aid you in this,” Galahart replied.

Kassanda nodded her appreciation before she heaved a sigh. “In all this there is still one other to consider.”

The king straightened. “You speak of The Dark One.”

“It cannot be coincidence that Skara Pendain is reborn and then Baelon Vos makes such a drastic move.”

“That’s because it’s not a coincidence,” Edris told her, looking to his spymaster.

“When we made contact with Androma and Cob,” Galahart reported, “they were on the hunt.”

“For The Dark One,” Kassanda said knowingly.

“They tracked him to Thedaria, where he made a mess of the local crime lord. From there he secured passage on a ship… to Harendun.”

The Dragon Rider reassessed all the pieces on the map again, putting it together with grim revelation.

“He’s coming here…”


53
A SEED


Thedaria was lost. Fire licked the rooftops, devouring towers and spires in a dance of ruin, the flames surging through the streets like living things, devouring all they touched. Screams mingled with the crackle of burning timber and the groan of collapsing stone. The Treeling River, once a silver thread through the city’s heart, now bore only charred hulls and drifting corpses, its waters licked with smoke and and tainted by blood.

Above it all soared Herragax. The dragon wheeled through the choking sky, a crimson spectre of ruin. Her scales, dulled by soot and twilight, caught brief glints of firelight as she turned—an omen on wings.

Hope had fled.

Only the fire remained.

Her roar was a melody in Skara’s ears. At last, the world made sense to him, aiding in his reconciliation of then and now.

Everywhere he looked, people were fleeing for their lives, rushing through the ash and smoke, tripping over bodies, and running into Vander’s men. They were, every one, met with steel. The Dragon Rider had instilled in his fighters an outright thirst for violence, making them little better than rabid dogs with swords. Still, they did their job.

Skara flinched, the human flesh of his shoulder suffering the biting pinch of a new dragon scale. He reached across his chest and felt the hard plates hiding beneath the cloth. They were reaching for his neck, a problem awaiting him on the path ahead. His fingers probed under his right arm and followed the scales across his ribs. They weren’t there yesterday.

He cursed within the confines of his hood. It was as if Barad-Agin had reached across the millennia, beyond death, and found a way to strike at him again. He dared to conjure ancient memories, recalling the first war the world had ever known, when he had rebelled against his master and joined the Free Peoples of Verda in the fight against The Deceiver.

As his apprentice, Skara had been privy to all of Barad-Agin’s locales. Hadn’t he? Were there labs he had kept to himself? Was their magic he had refrained from sharing? There had to be. How many new burrows had he made for himself after Skara and Malliath started torching his fortresses?

How many had he already built before Skara became his apprentice?

That particular question burned in The Dark One. Barad-Agin had long been at work by the time Skara was born. He felt himself slipping then, though not through space but time. His mind desperately tried to conjure memories of his years as an apprentice, before he rebelled, before he bonded with Malliath, when he hanged off Barad-Agin’s every word.

Had The Earth-breaker not spoken of a place? He had! Somewhere Skara had never been. He could almost hear his ancient master speak the name of such a place, his words echoing through the ages. It was on the edge of his memories, threatening to fall into an abyss. What was it? What was its name? It had felt important at the time, a place he had desired to visit in his earliest days as an apprentice.

The memory eluded him, instead shifting his thoughts to the wretch’s sword, a blade with more legends attached to it than himself.

Was that the secret of Dragon Foe after all? A key to hidden magic?

Set to pacing now, Skara could feel his mind sliding like mud off a clifftop. The memories of his true life, before the necklace had allowed him to pass aimlessly through the ages, were still buried beneath the sludge of it all.

The Amon-Agin!

Through some narrow gap in his chaotic memory, The Dark One remembered the Heirs of Agin—the fools who had refused to accept his defeat. They had caused problems in the early days, after The Blood-drinker was beaten at Azad-guul. They had faded into obscurity before the century was up.

For just a moment, he was back there, relishing in that moment of great victory over his nemesis. In the rush of it all, he had left the throne room to the roaring cheers of his army and his most loyal Skaramangians. Upon his return to the throne room, however, Dragon Foe was nowhere to be found, taken—he had long assumed—in those precious minutes by one of the Heirs.

Skara left the memory where it was. He didn’t have Dragon Foe. If he was going to overcome the flaw in Barad-Agin’s spell and undo the progressive spreading of scales, he would have to find his own way. If nothing else, history had proved that would be enough.

It didn’t stop him from cursing Barad-Agin one last time.

Bringing his seething anger with him, The Dark One crossed the bridge and entered the inner ring, where the city’s elite enjoyed their abodes. Following Herragax’s descent, he made for the grand home, the opulent mansion of Thedaria’s Blood Lord, Skoll Meeth. If his home wasn’t already in ruins, it certainly was when Herragax’s tail curled through most of the lower floor. The damage was catastrophic, causing more than half of the first and second floors to collapse, spewing out a thick cloud of dust, glass, and debris.

Blood Lord Skoll cried out, his voice hoarse. His hands were held out to the shattered building, his fingers as taut as his face was constricted. Through his tears he bellowed for his wife and children, all of whom had been left inside the house when he was dragged outside.

Indifferent to his plight, Skara remained to one side, quietly observing while Vander kept the blood lord on his knees, one hand gripped to his hair. There was no one left to aid Skoll, his rakish form surrounded by enemies and a courtyard of bodies.

One of Gallien’s intrusive memories punctuated Skara’s thoughts, reminding him that Skoll had been present when the Padoshi had his hand cut off. How much easier it was to shrug off the smuggler’s life now that his mind was becoming anchored thanks to Herragax’s. Still, their bond was a precarious one, requiring a careful degree of handling.

And deceit…

“Blood Lord Skoll!” Vander bellowed, his silvyr blade gleaming between the splatters of blood. “Your stewardship of Thedaria is no longer required!”

The high born wasn’t even paying attention, his watery eyes fixed on the ruins of his home. He had the look of a man emptied of hope, if not life itself. He was already dead—a breathing corpse. Vander saw to that as well.

Smooth and swift was the execution, his hair released as the Rider’s sword flicked high then low, parting his head from his shoulders. It was met by a resounding cheer from his men.

“Enjoy your spoils!” Vander yelled, turning in a slow circle. “We make for the mountain pass at dawn!”

Herragax heaved a wave of dissatisfaction, both seen in her demeanour and felt across the bond. None but Vander and Skara noticed of course, her body language a mystery to all but the initiated.

The Dark One observed the pair closely. They were exchanging words beyond his ability to perceive, though he did receive impressions of their emotions. Herragax was impatient. She wanted to depart immediately, hungry for more and desperately eager to be unleashed upon Valgala. She likely wished to take the capital before Baelon and the others arrived, thus displaying her unmatchable skill. Vander harboured concerns, likely for his men and their ability to begin the journey having only just secured Thedaria.

The dragon saw him as weak. That is to say—for the briefest of moments—she saw him as prey.

Quite wickedly did Skara smile beneath the shadow of his hood.

Herragax huffed and turned her head skyward, red wings poised to see her clear the city in a single bound. Pain shot through her front right leg, however, where the scales had blackened almost to her shoulder now—just as the red scales had progressed along Skara’s right arm. Rather than up, the dragon fell to the side, collapsing beneath her infected limb. Her jaws carved a jagged line through the adjacent building, tearing through the floor until she thundered into the ground.

Vander ran through the cloud of dust, barking orders at his men to disperse and get back to work. Herragax was already removing herself from the rubble by the time he reached her. She was struggling to bear weight on the black leg.

The Dark One saw his opening and strode across the courtyard, his belt laden with trinkets, equipment, and ingredients—everything he might need to perform basic alchemical spells, and all amassed since the invasion had begun. Herragax saw him coming and moved with little care for Vander, forcing the Rider to jump aside. Skara was already raising his gloved hands, signalling her to come before him, where he might, for a third time, offer some relief.

As before, he concealed the truth of his scaled hand as he pressed his palm into her leg. It intensified their bond allowing him to pull back on the magic that took from her and gave to him, granting them each a portion of their familiar flesh again. It was much needed respite for the dragon, who had been in more pain than she had let on.

Within seconds, Herragax had regained the strength to stand on all four legs, and shake free some of the debris from between her rounded spinal horns.

“Thank you,” Vander said, though his voice was lacking some of the genuine appreciation it had last time—jealousy was beginning to take root. “We move out at dawn. Be ready.” The Rider sheathed his blade and turned away. “Come, Herragax.”

The dragon didn’t budge, her blue eyes locked with Skara’s.

“Herragax.”

Skara felt her say something short and sharp to her companion, sparking a flash of anger in the arrogant Rider. His lips pouted, twisting out of shape, as he nodded and swivelled on his heel. The dragon wanted to remain close to Skara, the only one who could keep her pain at bay.

The Dark One stepped back from Herragax, casually watching Vander disappear through the smoke. Slowly, deliberately, he pushed the fabric of his hood back, letting her see him clearly. He had failed to shave in recent days, bringing back some of Gallien’s favoured beard, but he had managed to bathe, giving some clarity to the tattoos that patterned the sides of his head, where his hair was finely razored.

“Is he listening?”

Herragax responded with a subtle shrug—a dragon’s no.

Skara had no doubt that was Herragax’s doing, their bond narrowed enough to grant them both some space. He recalled doing as much with Malliath, eons ago, when they needed time between battles with Barad-Agin to think without another perspective in their heads.

“It’s beginning to feel like the more I help alleviate your ailments the more he dislikes me.”

Herragax was unable to reply with anything so nuanced as words, but her motionless form spoke of an intense focus—he had her full attention.

“It’s a pity,” he continued, choosing his words with the utmost care, “my arrangement with Baelon Vos will prove most… opportunistic. I would hate to see Vander on the wrong side of that opportunity. He has such promise, after all.” He shrugged, glancing in the direction of the departed Rider. “I suppose Baelon casts a long shadow. Not quite so long as yours, I bet,” the wizard added, taking in the entire length of Herragax. “The scales are about to tip, yes? What better time for Herragax The Drakalis to prove her quality.”

The ancient title excited something in the red dragon, teasing her grand ambitions and drawing her in all the more. She knew, of course, that he was skirting around the fact that any such power play would have to come at Baelon’s expense. The fact that she wasn’t reporting it to Vander as treachery told Skara everything he needed to know.

“How unfortunate that it was Malliath’s egg upon that cliff and not yours,” he purred, running one gloved hand over the blood red scales of her healthy leg. “We would have made quite the pair. A force to be reckoned with. Still, Vander is a fine Rider. He earned your heart after all. He will be a Rider worthy of legend, I’m sure, as soon as Baelon allows him to be,” he added as if it were an afterthought and not tailored manipulation.

A wave of disappointment washed over The Dark One, a potent emotion that almost stirred his own. “Yes,” he said, acknowledging the dragon’s concerns for her Rider, “the two of you have drifted to some extent. That’s what happens when you’re forced to sit idly and babysit an army of moronic mortals. A dragon and Rider need purpose—destiny. Until then, he cannot help you. Only I.

“In there lies my fear, Herragax. So long as we are together, your suffering can be managed. But we both know what happens when I deliver Baelon Vos the crown of Erador. It might even be Vander he commands to cut me down. Without me, Vander will continue to wilt in the Dragonlord’s shadow, and your bond will continue to rot. That is a slow and painful death I would not wish upon anyone. If only there was a way I could… instruct Vander, as I once did as The Pendain. Now that would be a Dragon Rider who could change the world...”

Without another word, The Dark One walked away from Herragax, as a farmer might leave a seeded field to grow.
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A LIGHT IN THE DARK


Keeping close to the seabed, Kitrana Voden drifted between broken spires of rock, her form undulating with the slow, serpentine grace of a predator. Her skin tingled softly in the cold currents, picking up the tremors ahead. When the tunnel finally opened, she edged up to the jagged lip and stilled—watching.

The great cavern opened before her like a wound in the earth, vast and breathless. It existed in ghostly silence, illuminated thanks to the bioluminescent fauna that clung to the stone like stars fallen into the deep. And there, rising from the silted floor like a sunken temple, loomed The Black Vault—no mere door, but a fortress of metal and myth. The twin monoliths of siden steel stood as unyielding sentries, each slab wide enough to swallow a castle whole.

At its heart was a barnacle of pure knotted silvyr, an impenetrable lock that had kept the vault sealed for millennia. It was enough time for anything to die in the dark, and yet the Leviathan defied death even now as it stirred inside its ancient cell. Rousing it alone had caused the complete destruction of the dwarven realm, whose foundation sat directly above the cavern.

It could see out the rest of eternity behind those doors for all Kitrana cared. It was those who sought to control it that had her attention.

The Merdians were everywhere, always moving in their patrols like a school of bronze sharks. Many of them were led by a female—they were the real threat. Besides the silvyr-tipped tridents they carried, every female, be they Merdian or Nimean, could sing to the creatures of the sea, stupefying them into submission.

At a glance, there were at least a dozen Karathasaurs inside the cavern. Their female riders could guide them with dangerous precision, giving Kit more to worry about than just the Merdian soldiers. Karathasaurs were quick when on the attack, and a single snap of the jaws would spell her doom.

The only way to avoid the cumbersome creatures lay at the bottom of the cavern, where the remains of an ancient ruin littered the floor. It was made up of hundreds of pillars, arches, balustrades, and partially destroyed chambers. It had long succumbed to pot-marked coral and trees of drifting seaweed, creating a labyrinth the Karathasaurs couldn’t hope to navigate.

It was also where her fellow Nimeans were placed in between their shifts mining the rock. From the lip of the tunnel, she could see them now being escorted in lines from various excavation sites while others were forced from their meagre rest to begin a fresh day of hard toil.

To the far left of the cavern, the stone wall vanished behind the colossal corpse of an urgal fish, one of the abyssal titans that haunted the ocean’s deepest trenches. Suspended in the gloom like a half-forgotten god, the creature’s immense body dwarfed everything around it—so vast it might be mistaken for a Leviathan. As it was, urgals were too obsessed with eating vast quantities of plankton to ever be considered so dangerous. Urgals were gluttons, not predators—but this one, now dead and defiled, loomed with a mythic weight all its own.

Iron hooks pierced its flanks. Bolts and heavy chains of siden steel anchored it to the cavern wall like a sacrifice to some unknown hunger. Whole slabs of flesh had been methodically peeled away, exposing the pale gleam of rib bones and dark ropes of dense organs. Along its length, the Merdians moved like bronze fish, darting and gliding in perfect rhythm as they harvested ration after ration—feeding both themselves and the Nimean prisoners.

Yet even the grotesque magnificence of the fallen urgal paled beside the construct that surrounded it.

Barbed chains had been drawn from the floor to the ceiling of the cavern, stretched so taut they sang in the water’s current. It formed a latticework of square openings large enough for two or three Merdians to pass through at once. The sheer manpower it must have taken to forge and suspend that lattice defied imagination, but it stood as the only barrier between the prize and the Karathasaurs that lurked beyond.

The Merdians themselves had built their own quarters either side of the urgal fish, shanty towns of siden steel framework dressed with whale hide and seaweed. They swam up and down the many floors, passing in and out of each other’s dwellings as they went about their day. They had become utterly blind to the suffering of their Nimean captives, who were all malnourished, by the looks of them.

And broken. So broken…

Her people had been stripped of any dignity or sense of self. Like Kitrana, they all bore the tracking brand on their back, but that looked to be the least of their ailments. Almost all of them displayed fresh wounds and bruises, the playthings of bored and twisted Merdians.

All too well did the battle maiden recall Gelka Ornst choosing Nimeans at random to then subject them to meaningless torture. Some were used for sport, given the chance to escape their hell if they could swim away before being hunted down. Gelka had always been sure to parade their decapitated head.

Thinking of the malevolent bright commander, Kit looked to the other side of the cavern, where the doors stood sentinel against the beast of old. At their base was a stretch of empty sea floor, a place littered with shattered bones and torn clothing. Lying in the midst of it all was the largest of the Karathasaurs—a female.

It was Gelka Ornst’s personal mount, the very same creature she had used to execute Princess Helaina years earlier. If her mount was inside the cavern, then so too was the vicious bright commander.

Kit was immediately intoxicated by the thought of bringing Dawnbreaker to bear against her. Even if it was too quick a death.

A more rational part of her amphibious mind began to wonder how exactly she would live long enough to do that. The Water Maiden had apparently performed every miracle she could just to bring Kitrana back to that horrid place, and with a weapon of power no less. But how was she going to liberate her people and exterminate so many Merdians?

Charging straight in would surely see to her doom, even with the sword aglow—the numbers were just against her. Deciding she need to get a better understanding of her surroundings, the battle maiden swam straight down, keeping close to the cliff wall. Only once did she stop and wait for a patrol to swim across the top of the hewn remnants before pressing on, into the ruins themselves.

The Nimean entered the chamber via the enormous hole in its ceiling. Her entire body rippled gently so as not to disturb the surrounding water too much. She evened out and brought her feet down behind the archway, where she could peer out unseen. A street, of sorts, led directly out from the chamber, though most of it was concealed by trees of seaweed and boulders that had fallen loose from the cavern roof eons past.

On the verge of pushing out, Kit felt the pressure against her right hand and cheek, a telltale sign that something was approaching from the right of the archway. Ducking back behind cover, she waited with one hand poised over her shoulder, her fingers just brushing Dawnbreaker’s hilt.

Indeed, there was something approaching from the right.

A daring glance revealed a pair of Vorge, the most primal and monster-like of all the underwater races. Both were harnessed and tethered together with a set of reins pulled taut behind them, where their Merdian master could be pulled effortlessly along. The sight reminded Kitrana of the way humans used horses, only the Vorge were actually being used like sniffer dogs searching for stray Nimeans.

Such as herself…

Kit scanned the chamber and slowly made for the scar in the wall. She twisted her body and used her hands to pull her though to the next room, her feet just slipping through as the two Vorge followed their senses into the chamber.

Putting some distance between them, the battle maiden pushed off the wall and made for the street beyond the broken doorway. Within seconds she was round the corner and lost to a cluster of tall seaweed. Following them up, she curved over the lip of another damaged roof and swam inside a new chamber.

She froze.

Caught in a thrashing exchange, one of the bronze Merdians was trying to pin a female Nimean to the floor. The agitation caused bubbles to form around them, where they rose like smoke from a fire. As was natural in all goodly beings, Kitrana felt compelled to put the fire out.

Dawnbreaker was almost an inch from the half scabbard Kit had crafted on her journey when she let go of the weapon. If she willed the blade to ignite it would be seen across the entire cavern. If she didn’t, choosing to wield the weapon as she would any ordinary sword, the blood would bring the Vorge.

She wasn’t ready to reveal herself yet.

That didn’t mean she was about to leave her kin to suffer the violent delights of some sick Merdian. With such speed as to be a blur, the battle maiden descended on the bald soldier with all the wrath of the Water Maiden. He detected her advance half a second before she was within reach of him—it was too late by then.

With hands around his head and neck, Kitrana’s momentum dragged the Merdian from his victim. Kit felt the impact on her right shoulder, but the armour she had pilfered saved her from the biting pain of the broken tiles.

In her grip, the Nimean’s foe struggled to break free, unaccustomed to an opponent with actual strength to call upon. Kit wrapped her legs around his back, digging her heels into his gut while her arms coiled all the tighter around his head and neck, like the thick snakes she had once seen in the jungles of The Greenfold.

Snap!

His efforts faded to naught in an instant. Kit released the limp body and rose to meet the terrified gaze of the other Nimean. She was young, suggesting that she had only been a child when the Merdians captured her all those years ago. Her big eyes shifted dramatically from Kitrana to her dead attacker and back.

“What have you done?” the girl asked, her fingers and hands dancing through the Nimean sign language. “They will feed us both to the beasts for this!”

Kitrana gave no reply, allowing the girl to take a moment and spot the differences between them. Designed to be streamlined, the battle maiden was attired in a form-fitting under suit made from woven seaweed, coral silk, and algae fibres. It was interspersed with fish scales that lent it an almost mystical sheen. The random pieces of armour she had taken were those of the Merdians themselves, a blend of crustacean carapaces and siden steel. Along with the sword strapped to her back and the healthy form she had reestablished since escaping the first time, Kitrana Voden looked absolutely nothing like the imprisoned girl.

All this dawned on the Nimean as she scrutinised her from head to foot. “Who are you?” she signed.

With a glance at the various craggy holes and open doorways, Kit beckoned the girl to follow her into an alcove. “My name is Kitrana Voden,” she began. “I am a battle maiden of the Swordsworn…”

Her response faltered as she considered the ridiculousness of the Swordsworn, an order of knights charged with safeguarding the ancient hilt of the great Skara—the greatest hero the seas had ever known. The truth of Skara Pendain was a nightmare made flesh. His legend had become myth above and below the surface, twisting and distorting the facts of the man. His days being the hero of the story were long behind him, smothered by deeds so black that most of history had chosen not to record it.

All of her oaths—her life-long duty—had been to the safeguarding of a sword forged by a genocidal tyrant. While the truth of that risked making a mockery of everything, the Nimean saw the nuanced plan crafted by the Water Maiden, a web of choices, big and small, that had led Kitrana Voden to that exact moment, with her vigorous training, well-earned skillset, and the very weapon she had been tasked to ensure none ever wielded.

All so she could save her people.

“You’re her!” the girl exclaimed. “You’re the one who escaped!” Her expression fell. “But they said you escaped… into the vault. How are you…”

“It’s a long story,” Kit replied with one hand. “I came back to⁠—”

“They punished us,” the girl stated, cutting her off. “They punished us after you escaped.”

Kitrana was almost too afraid to ask. “What did they do?”

“Everyone in your dig was put to death. Gelka slit their throats one after the other. They made us watch.”

Every single word was like a gut punch. Kitrana had been digging that tunnel with the same people for years. She knew all their names. All their loved ones, surviving and lost. She hadn’t even witnessed their execution, yet she was able to see it in her mind with terrifying clarity.

“I’ve…” Kitrana’s fingers became too sluggish to articulate the words for a moment. “I’ve come to free you. All of you.”

The girl scrutinised her all the more. “Alone? How will you free us from so many?” The scared Nimean was already backing out of the alcove, shaking her head.

“I have Dawn… I brought the sword of Skara,” the battle maiden claimed hopefully.

The girl only frowned, likely too young when she was captured to even know the legends that surrounded the weapon. “You cannot free us,” she signed quickly. “They will kill you and punish the rest of us.”

Kitrana was starting to feel uneasy about how far away the girl was getting. “Stop,” she urged, but the girl continued to rise higher and higher, towards the open ceiling.

“They will make us suffer,” the girl managed, before her legs rippled as one, propelling her out of the chamber.

Kitrana had no choice but to bolt after her, one webbed hand outstretched to grab an ankle. The girl’s head and shoulders managed to rise above the chamber before stronger hands pulled her back down. The pair became a tangle of flailing limbs as they slowly sank towards the broken tiles. Kitrana desperately wanted to command the girl to calm down, to reassure her, but both hands were needed to stop her from swimming off again.

As the battle maiden’s feet touched the floor, she had succeeded in getting behind the girl and securing her in a headlock. Using her free hand, she was now able to communicate, if only with simple and short words.

“Stop. Calm. Breathe.”

The younger Nimean finally began to settle down, giving Kit a moment to reassess the environment. It was then that she noted the dark and smokey substance that had been left in their wake. She released the girl immediately and spun her around.

She was bleeding from the nose.

Seeing the terror in Kitrana’s eyes, the young Nimean’s fear only amplified. She struggled free from Kitrana’s hands and pushed back, one hand rising to inspect her nose. She soon looked up and discovered the same bloody trail. Her gaze then darted past the battle maiden, and she froze in horror.

Kit turned to discover a Merdian floating in the doorway, a blade of siden steel in his hand and a hungry look on his face.

But where were the Vorge?

A sweeping current passed over the battle maiden, returning her attention to the girl. There was nothing to see of her save a pair of thrashing legs between the two harnessed Vorge. They ripped into her with frightening speed, muddying the water with her insides, their faces buried in burst organs and shredded muscle.

Rage was the monster that consumed all sense, including the healthy dose of fear that kept one alive. Instead of facing the Merdian while the Vorge were preoccupied, Kitrana was led entirely by her unbridled fury for the girl’s gruesome death. Dawnbreaker was already in her hands when she was within swinging distance. So too was it alive, the magic awoken by her wrath.

The Vorge were permanently blinded, if only for a moment before the blade sliced through the head of one and the torso of the other. Their bodies instantly imploded in a vacuum of debris, and with just a subtle flash of raw heat at their core.

Beyond the detritus, there was nothing left of the girl, her body peeled inside out from the waist up. Kitrana’s hand gripped Dawnbreaker all the tighter, until it hurt. Her rage yet to be quenched, she turned to meet the Merdian—he was gone. It cooled her blood somewhat, dimming the light of the sword.

She rose to the open water above, where she quickly forgot about the fleeing Merdian. Her stomach lurched. It seemed the cavern was getting smaller, its walls disappearing behind the waves of Merdians and Karathasaurs descending from every crevice.

They were coming for her.
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NYXDRASIL


Time Unknown…

Daijen stepped back. In truth, he was fighting the urge to turn and run. Before him was an abomination even his imagination could never have conjured—and he had seen nightmares made flesh. On eight pincered legs he arrived, delivered by a sliming stalk of corded fungus.

The Hollow King.

If he doubted the real identity of the demon fiend, the answer lay at his feet, where a single image had been carved out of the floor where The Hollow King had come to land. A spider, its body protruded by too many legs. While the Vahlken’s mind attempted to fathom the unfathomable, he was confronted by a simple fact.

Barad-Agin was The Hollow King…

The First Wizard. The Blood-drinker. The Earth Breaker. The Deceiver. Like The Dark One, his protege, Barad-Agin had been known by many names, a product of tormenting so many generations. His time had been before Skara created the Golems, offering Daijen no memory of the great fiend. That didn’t stop the Vahlken from knowing the wretch before him was none other than his enemy’s ancient master.

His humanoid torso and head leaned forwards, his back still attached to the throne by hundreds of fungal threads. Long and greasy hair of jet black fell to his chest, concealing much of his face in shadow for a time.

Daijen recoiled when the monstrous king tilted his head to better scrutinise him, for looking back at him were not two but four obsidian eyes. Barad-Agin blinked, and the inky membrane slid away to reveal four ordinary eyes, if bloodshot and strangely yellow.

One elongated arm glided up until a long finger and sharp nail could rest under the Vahlken’s chin, raising his head that much higher. “You are not like the others,” he said, his voice echoing with impossible layers, as though a choir of broken mouths spoke in unison from deep within the cavern of his chest. Each word crawled through Daijen’s skull, moist and deliberate, like mould growing in the dark corners of his thoughts. It wasn’t loud, but it insisted—soft yet unyielding, like wet silk dragging across skin, like spores blooming in silence.

It was the sound of something ancient and decaying remembering it was still alive. Something that should not be.

“You have the stink of his magic about you,” The Hollow King went on, the slits of his nostrils expanding. “But there’s more to you, yes,” he drawled. “I see my own work in you.”

Daijen stepped back, unable to bear the touch of him a moment longer. “You are Barad-Agin,” he declared.

The First Wizard frowned, his beastly forehead creasing about his many twitching eyes. “Barad-Agin,” he echoed, his slimy tongue rolling the syllables about. “I have not heard that name uttered aloud for an age. It has a sweet taste in my mind. Here, I am The Hollow King.” He stood a little straighter, assessing Daijen with a fresh perspective. “And you will be my guest…”

The Vahlken hadn’t expected that, delaying his response. “Daijen Saeth.”

The Hollow King’s smile was a thing of nightmares—wide, unnatural, and carved into his face like a wound that never healed. It held no warmth, no joy, only the cruel promise of suffering to come. His lips curled back just enough to reveal too many teeth—long, jagged things that looked more like splinters of bone than anything forged by nature. It was a smile that spoke not of amusement, but of certainty—the certainty of a predator who knows there is no escape for the prey.

“Welcome to Nyxdrasil, Daijen Saeth.”

The Blood-drinker began to flex and shrug his shoulders, eliciting a response from the living throne. Out of sync, the fungal threads detached from his back, each breathing a light hiss, their plumed ends writhing in the air. His spidery legs bowed, taking his full weight, if only for a moment. An organic seam bulged and split beneath his navel, spilling a multitude of fluids across his sigil in the floor. Indeed, the entire spider-like body spasmed until a pair of gestated humanoid legs sprouted and unfolded from within.

The Hollow King stepped forth on two legs, though each foot was splayed, designed to bear considerable weight with primal grace. Each ended in long, curved claws—thick, black, and razor-sharp—and all protruding from calloused toes. The heels were lifted, much like a dog’s, forcing him to balance on the balls of his feet and toes. The greyish skin looked like weathered leather stretched taut over tendon and bone.

From the spore-mist, a small team of lanky servants arrived, their bodies wriggling with live fungi. Barad-Agin held out his arms, and they adorned him in a black cloak that sparkled with starlight. He raised his own hood, his sharp nails delicately pinching the material.

“What is this place?” Daijen asked, a hint of disgust yet to leave his face.

“One must always have a home, don’t you think? Nyxdrasil is my home. I can assure you, it has been many lifetimes in the making. Come,” he bade.

Daijen turned to follow his host, only to be met by a wall of iron. All three fungal knights barred his path, their spears held upright to one side.

Barad-Agin paused, a look of affectionate amusement pulling at his thin lips. “Easy, my children. Daijen Saeth is our guest. Release him.”

The mushroom-covered wizard stepped forwards and lifted Daijen’s bound wrists with one hand while the other held his staff aloft. One of the mushrooms burst, dripping an oily translucent liquid over the Vahlken’s wrists. Within seconds, he discovered some movement between his limbs, his skin becoming sloughy and loose. The process wasn’t without discomfort, his blood mixing with the sloppy skin. His expression pinched in pain as he finally pulled his wrists apart. Only then did the fungal knights step aside, granting him a path to their king’s side, who stood a head taller than the Vahlken.

Daijen almost failed to keep in step with The Deceiver, his attention snagged by another dark figure in the throne room. For the first time since he had arrived in the Shadow Realm, Ahnir presented himself to the Vahlken. The Golem stood tall as always, its ethereal cloak caught in a breeze that no other could feel. Silent as ever, it watched from afar.

“I came with a companion,” Daijen said, his focus shifting again. “An Aegre. She is to come to no harm.”

“Yes,” The Earth Breaker hissed, walking away from his throne, “the bird. Like you, it is laced with my scent. My magic flows through you both. And a most intriguing design,” he added. “As are you, my Andaren friend.”

“You know about Andarens?” Daijen hadn’t seen his kin in any of Ahnir’s memories, always bringing up the question as to where they had been during the war between Skara and Barad-Agin, and then the war between Skara and the Dragon Riders.

“Oh yes,” The Hollow King purred, turning down a corridor that led off from the throne room. “How else would we be speaking Andarneese? My heirs above have been depositing them down here almost since I arrived. There were humans, of course, in the beginning. But then your people bloomed did they not? Now, new Andarens arrive all the time, you see?”

Daijen stopped alongside Barad-Agin and followed his gesturing arm. He was shocked to see four Andarens, all bound and gagged with fungal matter, being carried through the nightmare palace by a group of soldiers. They looked back at Daijen with wide eyes brimming with terror, their screams muffled by grotesque mushrooms. The last of the group was a young man, his bare chest inked with a black spider—it was the same Andaren the First heir had condemned to the Shadow Realm inside the depths of The Ironbark.

“We try our best to capture them all before the monsters have their fill,” Barad-Agin explained. “They always arrive somewhere different, however, making it difficult to locate them.”

Daijen could feel his knuckles cracking and popping in clenched fists. It took every fibre of his will not to burst into action and free the prisoners. They soon vanished down another corridor, their dampened screams fading.

“What will you do with them?” He couldn’t help but recall the fungal knight’s words, outside the vault on Carstane.

“The Hollow King must be fed.”

Barad-Agin leaned down. “It would be my pleasure to show you.”

Down a winding spiral staircase, they emerged on a balcony that Daijen guessed to be below the throne room. Like knotted roots, it arched from the interior wall and offered a view into a chasm that stretched as wide as the tower itself. It was not the view but the atmosphere that struck Daijen first, the spore-mist thickening such that he felt attacked by its warmth and moisture. Most unwelcome was the metallic tang that bathed his tongue and the stinging odour of rot and sap that filled his nostrils.

“Come. See the work of my hands and your flesh.”

Daijen stepped up to the railing and looked out on the chasm itself. It didn’t appear to be formed from stone or wood, but by layers of pulsing, semi-organic matter, its walls rippling subtly as if breathing. It was made up of vast chambers, their interiors twisted and contorted like giant, malformed wombs.

Bioluminescent fungi clung to the ceilings and walls, casting a sickly green glow over it all. Lining each chamber were translucent sacs of fibrous membrane, suspended like fruit from thick, rootlike tendrils that dripped ichor into them.

“Welcome to The Cradle,” Barad-Agin announced proudly.

Daijen narrowed his eyes, fingers gripped to the railing. Inside each sac, silhouettes twisted and shifted, humanoid figures reshaping into new forms.

“Each pod houses an Andaren,” he continued. “Tendrils of fungal matter worm through flesh and bone, rewriting their anatomy, embedding foreign thoughts. The transformation cannot be just physical. The cradlespores must whisper directly into the minds of their hosts, weaving a new self, a loyal servant. The Hollowborn!”

“Cradlespores?” Daijen repeated absently, sick to his stomach.

“A fungal intelligence of my own creation,” Barad-Agin boasted. “They are the very best of all my spores,” he added lovingly, one hand coming up to caress the thick air.

The cradlespores themselves were floating, drifting motes, like tiny green dandelions carried on some unseen breeze. Up close, each was a glimmering speck with delicate, spindly appendages that reach out like spider-silk to touch flesh.

“Can you hear them sing? Always guiding, manipulating, remaking.”

Daijen stepped back and immediately closed his mouth—he could hold his breath for a long time, but not indefinitely.

“Fear not,” Barad-Agin rasped. “Your physiology cannot be changed by merely inhaling cradlespores, though I am most curious to see what they would do with your mutations…”

The Vahlken continued to breathe and returned to the railing, where he was soon distracted by the sporadic screams and the squelching of bursting pods. He looked out and witnessed half-formed creatures tearing free from their pods. They howled and writhed, neither Andaren nor Hollowborn.

“Success is not always assured,” Barad-Agin said grimly. “Always there are those born too early, their mutations wildly out of control.”

Even as he explained, tendrils coiled about their misshapen limbs and dragged them back into the pods.

“Nothing is to be wasted. Their biomass will be broken down and recycled. It’s an elegant process when it works. You saw the populace outside, yes? Constant refinement is required. Generations of Hollowborn have proved to be of little use to me, their sacs producing useless, if intelligent, life. Beyond these walls, Nyxdrasil harbours all manner of fungal vermin.”

“Yet you allow them to live,” Daijen pointed out.

“Of course. My most loyal and skilled Hollowborn possess all the intelligence you do. They require all the trappings of life you would come to expect. If I swatted every ill-born creature that spewed forth from these vats, those born as intended would inhabit a stunted civilisation.”

Movement below caught Daijen’s attention, turning his glassy eyes on the four Andaren prisoners being carried across sinewy bridges. They thrashed and moaned, but there was no breaking the vines that bound them.

“No,” Daijen breathed. “No! Stop!” He swivelled on his demonic host. “Don’t do this! Don’t put them in there!”

Barad-Agin’s jaw twitched, and a guttural sound issued from deep in his throat. The team of sporeminders came to an immediate halt on the bridge below.

“You would have me spare them this rebirth?”

“I would,” Daijen answered, thinking of a dozen other words that would better describe the torment laid out beneath them.

The Hollow King blinked, his black lenses returning and disappearing again. “That is a lot for a guest to ask of their host.”

“Please,” Daijen pleaded.

“Nyxdrasil has never known a guest before,” he said, appearing bemused by the idea. “I shall entertain the concept a little longer.” Barad-Agin looked down on his minions. “Release them.”

The Andarens were unceremoniously dumped on the bridge, their vines severed by curved daggers.

Daijen’s sense of relief barely had time to mature before The Hollow King’s next command poured ice into his veins.

“Feast!”

The sporeminders fell upon the prisoners, razor-like nails and carving daggers put to brutal use. Their gargled screams didn’t last long. One or two of them looked up at their master, offering Daijen a glimpse of the feast, their bodies quickly peeled open and insides devoured. Others ripped off entire chunks of pale flesh with their hands and clamped down with hungry maws.

“Nothing is wasted,” Barad-Agin repeated. “Though the cradle sacs would have been preferable, I think.” His long cloak fanned to one side as he turned to leave. “Come along, Daijen Saeth.”

His breath ragged, the Vahlken tore himself away from the railing and happily put the macabre birthing ground behind him. “I want to see Valyra,” he blurted, fearing for her now even more than he did before.

“Another demand? It has been some time, I think, since you were anyone’s guest, Master Saeth. Indeed, it has been eons since I hosted anyone, yet even I still recall the etiquette.”

“I need to know she’s safe.”

“You have my word.”

Daijen stopped in his tracks, The Hollow King pausing over the threshold of another chamber.

“My word will have to suffice,” Barad-Agin told him. “My word is all this realm has…”

Passing through the maze of halls and low corridors, Daijen did his best to navigate the poor souls that protruded from the walls and wailed from the ceilings while keeping in The Hollow King’s wake. They eventually left the tower altogether, crossing a bridge dripping with sap and burdened in the middle with fungal growth. The Vahlken looked out on all of Nyxdrasil, seeing its rotten citizens with revelation now.

Each of them—every single one—had once been a living inhabitant of Verda, their lives snatched away the moment the Amon-Agin got their hands on them. For no fault of their own, they had been condemned to hell, where they were to suffer the hunger of monsters or suffer the works of The Hollow King.

One particular part of the city caught his attention and held him there on the bridge until Barad-Agin appeared at his side.

“The Barkspire,” he said, naming the swollen citadel that almost rivalled The Hollow King’s tower.

From the bridge, Daijen could see thousands of inhabitants, like ants scurrying about their hill. It was overgrown with moss, most of which pulsed with a soft orange hue, and thick veins of organic growth that sprouted a network of finer veins, all of which carved through the Barkspire’s gnarled exterior. Mostly, the petrified colossus was a dense collection of walkways, shanties, and fungal lanterns.

“I told you, Nyxdrasil is home to all manner of vermin. The Barkspire is home to the lowest of the Hollowborn—the symbiotic creatures, shadow refugees, and cystchanters. Still, when resources become scarce or more meat is required, culling the Barkspire is always an option. Come.”

A fungal knight—a pure Hollowborn—opened the doors to the adjacent tower and stepped aside. Its black eyes moved, seen in the dance of light that flickered across the dark orbs, tracking Daijen’s every step.

I hope it misbehaves, the knight thought, the words drifting through the spores. I want to taste its heart. Liver too! And those eyes… they look juicy!

“Master Saeth is our guest,” Barad-Agin called back. “Control yourself.”

The door closed behind Daijen, and he felt instantly returned to Ahnir’s memories. He stood there for a moment, looking around, neck craning, taking in a laboratory that could easily have been The Dark One’s deep in the bowls of Azad-guul.

“Welcome to my sanctum,” Barad-Agin proclaimed, his long arms sweeping out.

A sanctum? Daijen thought. It was a place where madness and brilliance entwined—a grotesque cathedral to corrupted alchemy and monstrous ambition.

He might have been standing inside some ancient beast fossilised in black stone, its ribcage forming the vaulted ceiling of the chamber. Those would-be bones groaned, as if they still remembered the agony of their last breath. Perhaps they remembered the last breath of the poor souls who hung from the rafters.

A dozen—at least. They hung limp on chains, some upside down, others absent limbs or innards. Whatever their differences, they had all endured unspeakable agony in their final moments, the truth of it etched in their decaying faces.

More sickly bioluminescent spores drifted constantly in the air, illuminating the horror of it all. Daijen’s icy blue eyes roamed over the glass tanks and iron cauldrons, each containing unnatural, twitching life—failed hybrids perhaps, half-formed creatures, and reagents too volatile to name.

Alchemical tools littered the tables and workbenches between, though they were nothing like the ones the Vahlken had spied in Ahnir’s memories of Skara. Here they were twisted things of bone, metal, and sinew—living instruments that hissed and moaned as The Hollow King passed them by.

The Sanctum’s heart bore a central dais of obsidian, its cracked surface webbed with pulsing, crimson veins. It was there that Barad-Agin transcribed his arcane formulas, conjured new abominations, and twisted souls—a place for him to perform his most potent sorceries. It was upon that dais that Daijen discovered flayed skin and fungus-pulped parchment, all inscribed with records of his dark work, his mad theories, and diagrams of impossible anatomy.

In his sanctum, The Hollow King wasn’t just a tyrant or a dark wizard. He was a god of unmaking, a patient surgeon of the world’s undoing. He was evil incarnate.

Observing it all was Ahnir, the Golem no more than a towering shadow in the corner, its smooth and featureless face locked on Daijen. For years now, Ahnir’s presence in his life had been the strangest thing in any environment, but there, in that wretched place, the Golem looked positively normal.

“When do I see Valyra?” he asked, dreading to think what horrors she could be subjected to in the unseen corners of Nyxdrasil.

“Many have been sent here,” The Earth Breaker began, ignoring the question while one pointed nail scraped along his dais. “None have ever known my name. They did not even know the name of those who sent them here, my heirs. But then you arrive, astride an Aegre no less, and with mutations born of both my work and Skara’s.” After a moment of scrutiny, he continued, “I see that name is familiar to you. Skara The Pendain. You know of him—my apprentice.”

“In the wake of your defeat, he went by many names. Most knew him as The Dark One.”

A wicked and stomach-churning smile cut through the shadows of his hood. “It is a curse to see the world as it really is and a burden to know you have the power to change it.”

“He didn’t try to change it,” Daijen argued. “He brought only pain⁠—”

“I know exactly what he did up there,” Barad-Agin interjected. “I just don’t know how it ended. Tell me, mutant, how did it end? Did he suffer the wrath of his own Dragon Riders? Did his empire fall, or does it still limp on?” The Hollow King pressed both hands into the dais and leaned over it to look directly at the Vahlken. “Did the great Pendain meet his end knowing he had failed?”

Daijen held back his response for a time, his mind racing to understand what felt so jarring about the fiend’s words. “How could you know what he did… after you were sent here?”

Barad-Agin stood up straight again, a lithe figure of sickly flesh and black robes. “I know everything he did after our last battle. I know his every thought. I know every decision he made. I know it all, right up to the moment that thing swallowed his dragon whole.”

Wide-eyed, Daijen followed The Hollow King’s pointing finger to the spectral image of Ahnir.

“You… You can see it?”

Saliva oozed out of the corner of The Blood-drinker’s mouth, his smile taut and sharp as he made a point to inhale the spore-rich air. “Surely you’ve heard their thoughts, my Hollowborn? Your every breath consumes thousands of whisperspores. They were among my first creation down here. It was the only way to navigate the monsters that lurked in every corner.”

“You can hear my thoughts?”

“No. Not yet. For now, only your most concentrated thoughts could possibly peek out, which makes the Golem here all the more fascinating. It’s a memory, yes? Imprinted upon your own.” Barad-Agin wandered over to Ahnir, admiring it like another experiment. “I still remember when Skara came up with the idea for that pesky little vambrace of his. I warned him against using that kind of magic, but he wouldn’t listen—I was the enemy by then, of course. Memories are such fickle things in mortals, but the memories of immortals… well, they’re a force unto themselves. The Golem must have been very old when you made contact with it.”

“Wait.” The word manifested in Daijen’s mouth, his thoughts backtracking. “You know everything that happened right up until…” He looked at Ahnir and relived the moment all four Golems combined their power to call forth a monster of the Shadow Realm, its tentacles powerful enough to drag Malliath into that hell. “The Drakalis,” he uttered, using the dragon’s formal title. “He’s here. You have Malliath!”

Those jagged and splintered teeth were revealed once more. “Would you like to see him?”
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LOVE AND DUTY


A pale wind whispered through the white-stone corridors of Valgala, cold enough to sting the bones of lesser men. But not a dwarf. Not Grarfath Underborn.

Beyond the high arch of the physician’s window, the sky over Erador unfurled in soft, endless blue—serene, beautiful, and utterly indifferent. It should have lifted his heart. It didn’t.

Grarfath stood still, wrapped in silence. Not the silence of peace, but of weight, of being pulled in two directions by a choice so simple it felt cruel.

To stay.

To go.

Beneath him sprawled the city, teeming with life. Faces hurried past one another like rushing water, none of them dwarves. And yet, they were people all the same. They felt hunger. They knew weariness. They dreamed of belonging, just as his people once did, deep beneath the mountain roots.

A thousand miles from home, Grarfath felt a different kind of gravity—heavier than any iron he'd taken his hammer to. These strangers, with their peculiar gods and fragile walls, were fighting for all the same things the dwarves were fighting for.

Thus began his internal struggle.

Not only did he feel the weight of The Anther on his back but the weight of its promise. If he raised it, the enemy would remember.

Fighting beside the Eradorans, defending their homes and lives, the evil of the world—the same evil that had claimed his mother’s life—would face the might of that hammer. That alone would increase Valgala’s chances of survival.

It would increase her chance of survival…

Grarfath half turned to glance at Yamnomora. She lay perfectly still in the bed, resting in a deep slumber she had yet to shrug off. She had stirred, of course, and muttered nonsense between her snores. But sleep she did.

The smith sighed and returned his distant gaze to the magnificent view. The sun was bouncing off the central lake, its calm surface disturbed by Garganafan and Morgwyn, whose hulking forms bathed in the frigid waters.

When Yamnomora finally awoke, she would commit herself to the fight—there would be no talking her round, despite the promises she had given. He had been tempted for the last day and night to simply port her back to Drakanan, where she could see out her rest without threat of invasion. All too vividly, however, was he able to imagine the clobbering blow he would receive.

To stay then. To stay was to fight. And shouldn’t he do his part to rid the world of the Skaramangian disease once and for all, as his mother had pledged to do. It would pave the way for the dwarves, certainly. The king could hardly refuse any request after they risked life and limb safeguarding his city and people.

If they survived long enough to make such a request. It seemed a certainty then that they would die defending Valgala, the city simply overwhelmed by superior numbers.

They should go. That was the logical choice. After all, to go was to keep his word to all of dwarvendom. To go was to live. It might even mean life for his people, though he felt ridiculous to even think as much.

But they would follow him. That was the unspoken truth pressing hardest of all.

The dwarves of Morthil—what remained of them—had no halls to call their own. In the absence of kings or councils, they looked to Grarfath. He hadn’t asked for that. Hadn’t wanted it. He was a smith, a son of iron and stone. Not a leader. Not the voice of a broken people.

But iron and stone do not get to choose what shape the hammer gives them.

The thought hollowed him.

They needed a future—somewhere to build again, to belong.

He wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry at the absurdity of it all. How had he ended up in the king’s tower of Valgala’s palace with every dwarven life on his shoulders?

He had glimpsed a way out of that crushing responsibility, but changing an ancient culture was like moving a boulder up the mountain. It required a meticulous distribution of strength with slow, but steady, steps up the slope. Still, if he could get the boulder to the top of the mountain, they would be a changed people, and he would share the title of Hammerhold with them all. Maybe then, in that all too distant future, his people could choose a real leader who wasn’t making it up as he went.

All that, of course, required him to be among his kin and not in Valgala. They needed him more than Erador did. He felt the truth of that in his bones.

The only question that remained was too hard to answer, but he asked it of himself anyway.

Did his love for Yamnomora mean more to him than his responsibilities?

He felt an ache in his heart that told him the truth of his feelings for her. Not that he had any idea how to articulate such a thing.

“Well aren’t ye a sore sight for fine eyes,” came her dry and croaky voice.

Grarfath turned around so fast The Anther chipped the corner of the window frame. He beamed with relief. “I think ye’ve got that backwards, lass.”

“I said what I said.”

The smith hurried to her side and helped her sit up. He insisted she drink the water provided by the nurses and do no more than simply sit. True to herself, Yamnomora refused. Luckily, Grarfath was there to catch her arm and keep her steady before she fell over.

“Ye’ve been out o’ it for a little while,” he told her. “Ye jus’ need to⁠—”

“I know what I need to do. Stop fussin’!”

Grarfath let go, and the dwarf fell to her hands and knees.

“All righ’,” she conceded wearily. “Maybe fuss a little bit.”

Grarfath kept his chuckle to himself and went about helping her to get dressed, eat, drink, and then drink some more, and all while trying to answer her plethora of questions.

“I told ye,” he said firmly, “I don’ know. I haven’ seen Kassanda since we arrived an’ ye…” He waved at the bed. “Ye need to jus’ take it easy, Mora. Ye ported us an’ two great big bloody dragons halfway across Erador! It’d be all righ’ to sit down for five minutes!”

“Bah!” the stubborn dwarf replied, downing the rest of her water. “I’ll sit down when I ’ave an enemy to sit on. Ye!” she yelled, catching sight of a guard passing by the room. “Aye, ye! Where can I find Kassanda Grey?”

The man looked a little taken aback.

“Kassanda Grey?” she tried again. “She’s abou’ yay big, brown skin, bald head—likes to wear dragon scales. Ringin’ any bells, laddy?”

The guard swallowed and nodded along. “Master Grey, yes. I heard she was on the western walls today.”

Yamnomora turned back to the rounded room, its bay of windows allowing for a view that swept from east to west. She moved to the right and peered out, looking to the high and curving wall in the west.

“Grarfath,” she beckoned. “There. Ye see that cluster o’ people atop the wall, next to the catapult.”

“Aye.”

“There ain’ none but the king walkin’ around with an entourage that big. That’s where Kassanda will be, which means that’s where I need to be.”

“What ye lookin’ at me for?” the smith asked bluntly.

Yamnomora looked from him to the guard and back. “Why don’ ye give this fine young man a show, eh?”

Grarfath sighed and removed The Anther from over one shoulder. Down it came, though the dwarf was careful to keep surface area to no more than the two of them and the portion of flooring they were standing on. Reality fractured around them, the pieces that made up the suite shattered and remade with pieces from atop the western wall.

Yamnomora’s hand snapped to his shoulder, her grip weak but in terrible need. Grarfath hugged her waist with one arm, propping her up until she found the strength to stand by herself. He wanted to chastise her hastiness there and then, but the clear ring of steel was a sound so sharp it equalled the blades themselves.

The smith licked his lips and grew very still, unable to count the swords currently being pointed in his face. Apparently, a good number of the king’s entourage were that of the homeguard, and they didn’t take kindly to sudden and unannounced arrivals.

“Stay your blades,” Kassanda Grey called out. “They’re with me.”

Yamnomora brightened at the sight of the Dragon Rider. “Reportin’ for duty.”

Grarfath visibly deflated, a fact that didn’t go unseen by the Rider.

“I thank you both for getting us here. This might just be the preparation we need to keep the city standing. You can return to your people now.”

The smith turned to Yamnomora, the hope in his eyes only to be dashed by the determination he saw in her own.

“What future do our people ’ave if we don’ beat ’em ’ere?” Yamnomora queried. “No. I’m not for runnin’ away. The Skaramangians are goin’ to reap what they sow.”

Kassanda gave a particularly tall man—a high born by the looks of him—a nod to move on. Through the throng of technicians, servants, and guards, Grarfath thought he glimpsed the king himself but said nothing as the group shuffled off to inspect the next war machine.

“We don’t face the Skaramangians,” Kassanda pointed out. “Dragons, Riders, and heartless men will crash upon these walls. This isn’t a fight for the dwarves.”

“Ye’re right,” Yamnomora agreed. “It’s a fight for everyone. An’ Skaramangians or not, they set all this in motion. I’ll see their works ground to a halt, even if it kills me.”

Grarfath nearly winced. She was still treading the path of vengeance on behalf of her family. It was a dead end, he knew. He could only hope it wouldn’t be her end.

Kassanda stood a little straighter, clearly unable to argue any further. There was a hint of sorrow in her eyes as she regarded the smith thereafter.

“If you must fight,” the Rider said, “then I would have you here. We’re seeing to the catapults—the enemy will arrive from the west, along The Misted Road. We need to organise the⁠—”

A blaring horn boomed across the city from the southern wall. It created a flurry among the king’s entourage, who dashed along the ramparts behind His Grace. Grarfath was about to insist that Yamnomora walk, but the dwarf was already jogging behind Kassanda. Along with others manning the walls, the large group gathered around the southwestern curve of the ramparts, where they could look over the low wall and take in the carpeted plains.

The smith couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing.

The foreign army rumbled over the land in one great procession, their presence flattening the snow for miles back. Flag bearers were situated throughout, all displaying an open book with a spear running up though the spine. More unusual were their mounts—at least those that stood out between the horses.

“Are those… lizards?” one guard questioned.

They certainly were by Grarfath’s reckoning, and red to boot. That was to say nothing of the one in the lead, who rode atop some kind of giant flightless bird.

All of them were dwarfed by the rolling war machines that advanced alongside them.

“The Kedradi,” Kassanda uttered in pure astonishment, her words almost drowned out by Garganafan’s thunderous wings.

The dragon soared over the wall, dripping enough water as to simulate a brief rainstorm. He flew out over the plains, Morgwyn beside him, the pair casting shadows across the army from the south.

“Allies from Qalanqath, Your Grace!” the high born proclaimed. “The Kedradi come to Valgala’s aid!”

A chorus of cheers followed, adding to the rhythmic blaring of several horns.

In the chaotic merriment, Grarfath turned to Yamnomora and pulled her away from the celebrants. “Are ye serious?” he rasped. “Not everyone was happy to hear the last o’ the guild lords found their end in a dragon’s belly. We’ve already been gone a couple o’ days. Ye an’ I both know that’s long enough for some loud mouth to step up an’ make a suggestion that’ll get everyone killed.”

“It’s the same result if we don’ fight the enemy ’ere.”

“I know this ain’ what either o’ us intended!” He was shouting to be heard over the enthusiastic cheers now. “Ye wanted to kill some Skaramangians! I wanted to keep me pa’s workshop! But ’ere we are, beheld by every livin’ dwarf as some kind o’… leaders! They’ve already survived somethin’ that should ’ave rightly killed ’em! We can’t squander a second chance, Mora! Come with me, back to our people!”

With some intensity did Yamnomora look upon him. She even cupped his dark cheeks in her hands, one thumb rubbing over a bushy eyebrow. There was a softness in her features, a vulnerability. He had only begun to see it in her since she told him about the fate of her family.

More than once she looked like she was going to say something meaningful, but whatever it was, she swallowed it down.

“No,” she finally said.

Her hands slipped from his cheeks, and she walked away, disappearing amidst the red cloaks of Erador. Left standing alone on the western wall, Grarfath Underborn struck The Anther before his tears reached his beard.
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BLACK ABYSS RISES


The Merdians descended upon the ruins like a storm on still waters—swift, merciless, unrelenting. Kitrana left Dawnbreaker sheathed and silent as she slipped from her last known mark, weaving through the kelp-wrapped bones of the ancient city. She darted past shattered columns and crumbled archways, her movements a whisper among the drowned stones.

She could lose the Merdians—at least for now—but the Karathasaurs were another matter. They hunted less by sight, and more by sensing the tremors in the water stirred by muscle and motion.

A flicker of motion behind her. She spun, hair trailing like a shadow, just as the beast surged into view—jaws yawning wide. A split-second more and it would have had her, but the ruins turned predator into prisoner. The Karathasaur snarled and twisted, its crocodilian skull slamming against ancient masonry. Its thick limbs and sinuous tail churned the water as it struggled to reorient.

But its rider had already moved. Disengaging mid-charge, the Merdian warrior kicked free of the saddle, bronze skin gleaming as he sailed through the current, angling straight into the maze of ruins.

Kitrana rounded a half-collapsed street corner—and stopped. Dead end. Only two paths remained: up, or back.

She chose neither.

With a breathless twist, she somersaulted, hit the wall feet-first, knees bent—then launched herself like a fired ballista bolt. As the Merdian surged into view, she met him head-on, Dawnbreaker outstretched.

The Nimean struck like a sword fish, her blade punching through the warrior’s chest in a burst of crimson plumage. The runes flared, threatening to activate in line with her frantic emotions, but the battle maiden succeeded in keeping the sword in check, diminishing her presence.

From predator to prey in an instant, Kit felt the Karathasaur spearing through the water once more. She used the dead Merdian to push off with her feet, buying her just enough space to manoeuvre its snapping jaws. The Merdian disappeared inside the wicked maw, but the beast suffered for its meal, its underbelly scraping across the top of the ruins in a trail of blood.

Kitrana pushed her body into a full-speed surge, muscles rippling from shoulders to webbed toes. She stayed low, gliding just above the ruined floor, careful not to break above the crumbled skyline of the sunken city. Somewhere behind her, every Karathasaur and their rider was surely converging on her last known position.

She didn’t look back.

But haste has its price.

She rounded a jagged corner without checking her path—and nearly slammed into the unexpected.

The water warped around her as she halted mid-stride, suspended for a breathless second beneath one of the few arches still standing. Before her stood six Merdians, armoured and ready, their formation tight. At their head was a female bearing a trident tipped in shimmering silvyr. To either side, chained to the broken floor with loops of siden steel, knelt rows of Nimean prisoners—gaunt, still, watching.

A beat of silence held the chamber like a held breath.

The prisoners stared at her with a fragile hope. The Merdians stared with dawning fury.

Then they charged.

They came as one, the trident-wielding female at the tip of the formation, water splitting in their wake like the point of a spear.

But they had no idea what they were charging into.

Dawnbreaker answered them with a pulse of white fire, blinding light erupting from its core like a newborn sun crashing through the depths. The Merdians flinched and scattered, their formation fracturing under the blaze.

Kitrana moved like a streak of vengeance.

Three implosions, silent and sharp, followed in her wake. Half their number vanished before they could even regroup.

Without slowing, she cut through the chains one by one, slicing the bonds that held the Nimeans captive. The blinding light was too much for them, their pain washing over her like a current—too much to ignore. With a flex of will, she dimmed Dawnbreaker’s glow, the searing light withdrawing into the blade like an eclipse.

Kitrana turned back just in time.

The female Merdian thrashed in agony, trident adrift, her knees drawn up, webbed hands clenched over scorched eyes. There would be no recovering her sight.

The two remaining males surged forward, spears outstretched, hoping brute force would do what precision could not.

They never reached her.

Kitrana corkscrewed forward, body twisting in a perfect spiral. Dawnbreaker spun with her, a blur of light and motion too fast for the eye.

Both Merdians crumpled, their armour, flesh, and bones collapsing inward, as if the sea itself had folded them in half.

Movement flickered to her right. She turned, half-expecting a final, desperate strike from the blinded warrior.

That was not the case.

One of the Nimeans, an elder by the look of her skin, had been the one to move, plunging the trident through the Merdian’s gut.

“For my son,” the woman signed.

Looking around, Kit observed five other Nimeans claim a fallen sword or spear before turning to regard her expectantly.

“You are the battle maiden,” the elder said, yanking the trident free.

“You have reforged the blade of Skara,” another remarked—a younger man with a spear gripped tightly in both hands.

“We have been waiting for this day,” the elder went on. “We will fight or die. We would not go on living like this.”

“They’re coming!” a one-eyed woman signed from the archway.

Kitrana moved, regaining everyone’s attention. “Stay inside the ruins,” she instructed, the ancient labyrinth their only hope of avoiding the Karathasaurs. “Work together. Find everyone you can, and see them freed of this hell.”

“What will you do?” the elder asked.

Kit hefted Dawnbreaker, seeing clearly her course of action now. “I’m going to buy you time.”

Without another word, the battle maiden launched herself out of the ruins. The higher she ascended the more she poured her will into Dawnbreaker, like a shooting star tearing through the black of night. Her glaring presence redirected every Merdian and Karathasaur, drawing them away from the ruins and excavation sites.

Kitrana came to a stop halfway up the doors, bringing her level with the clamshell of silvyr that sealed them shut. The light of Dawnbreaker revealed the great swarm pressing in. She was careful to keep the intensity down, lest its brightness send every Merdian into the safety of the ruins.

Come on, she thought, her vengeance long overdue.

Faster than any Merdian, the Karathasaurs pulled away from the advancing wave, closing the gap that much quicker. Kitrana Voden steeled herself, aware that she would never see anything beyond The Black Vault again. Like too many of her people, she would die in that wretched place, but she felt the Water Maiden was with her, issuing the strength to fight and the resolve to die for every Nimean.

As the first Karathasaur approached, its pointed jaws extending in anticipation, Kit knew that she would soon be floating before The Hag, who would judge her deeds in life and grant her an eternity beside the Water Maiden or sentence her to the dry deserts of hell. Whichever it was to be, Kitrana would be damned if she met The Hag alone.

With explosive speed, the battle maiden darted beyond the snapping jaws of the hungry Karathasaur, the beast having come at her side-on. She curled around its head and slipped along its back, where a stunned rider met both of her feet. As the female Merdian was shoved from her saddle, Kitrana reached out and snagged the reins, altering her own trajectory in a heartbeat.

Astride her own Karathasaur now, the Nimean hooked her feet into the stirrups and let the animal take her round in an arcing path that brought her face to face with yet more of its kin. A younger Karathasaur took its chance and attempted to ensnare her from the saddle, only to miss and clamp down on one of her mount’s pectoral fins.

Kitrana was immediately thrown to one side and left clinging to the reins with a single hand. Her mount had turned back on itself and taken such a bite as to sever the young animal’s tail. The water soon filled with fresh blood, sending the other Karathasaurs into a frenzy. Their riders tried to overpower them with their voices, but the scent was clearly too much. The younger Karathasaur wailed, if only for a moment, before half a dozen jaws ripped it to pieces, along with its helpless rider.

The water churned red—thick with blood and bone. A feeding frenzy.

The Karathasaurs tore into their own with unstoppable hunger, their bodies a blur of scale and muscle in the murk. Even the Merdians kept their distance during such carnage. But their riders—unlucky, unready—were caught in the middle of the storm.

Kitrana was already in motion.

She launched from her saddle like a spear, slipping into the crimson fog, her blade dark and dormant. There, in the roiling chaos, she became a phantom.

No one saw her—only the faint ripple she left behind, silent and swift.

She drifted forward, letting momentum carry her like a predator in the deep. Waiting.

The first rider broke into view—a female Merdian, eyes wide, limbs thrashing as she fought to escape the carnage.

Too slow.

Dawnbreaker ignited for the barest instant—a flash of divine fire swallowed by the sea. The implosion that followed sucked the blood around it into a single point, leaving a brief vacuum of clear water.

Then it vanished, carried behind Kitrana like a trailing veil as she surged forward once more.

The hunt continued.

Another rider flailed in the fog, spinning without direction, lost in a world turned upside-down.

Her death came like a whisper of light, gone before it was noticed—one more burst of radiance in a maelstrom already burning with motion. The Karathasaurs’ rage masked the violence; the implosions drowned beneath their thrashing fury.

Flash by flash, she carved a silent path through the chaos.

And when it ended—when the last light faded and the final rider fell—Kitrana rose.

Slowly, steadily, she emerged from the bloody haze, Dawnbreaker now sheathed across her back, her body rising like an omen through the water.

Before her, the Merdians hovered, staring in stillness.

“My name is Kitrana Voden,” she signed slowly, deliberately. “I am a battle maiden of the Swordsworn. I am a Nimean, a daughter of Nimala. I have suffered above and below. I have survived the fall of mountains. I have escaped the blackest hell. And I have seen the monster that lurks beyond those doors. I tell you this because you are soon to meet The Hag, and she will want to know who sent you…”

Outraged, the Merdians swarmed, descending on her like a wave of arrows.

Come and get me, she seethed.

Kitrana twisted through the water like a blade loosed from the deep. She spun downward, gathering speed, Dawnbreaker gripped tight and blazing with latent power.

Like a harpoon born of vengeance, she shot toward the fray—and struck.

The younger Karathasaur, half-eaten and thrashed about by its kin, was no match for the reforged blade. Dawnbreaker pierced its hide with an unrelenting glow—then detonated.

The implosion folded the beast inward in a flash of collapsing muscle and bone. Even in death, its bulk was immense, and the force of its destruction dragged Kitrana backward in a spiralling pull.

Then came the explosion.

She was flung clear beneath the chaos, a streak of motion lost in the shadows below. Above her, the older Karathasaurs reeled, caught in the same violent flux. Their long skulls crashed together, pulled by the vacuum and then scattered like leaves in a storm.

Frenzy turned to confusion.

And confusion turned to blood.

Snapping jaws turned on one another. Screeching, thrashing, tearing—one lost a fin to the chaos, another the end of its powerful tail. The feeding frenzy had become a civil war.

The Merdians didn’t stand a chance. They had been closing in—ready to strike—but the ensuing blast had shattered their formation.

The Karathasaurs saw them.

Hunger took hold.

Those gaping maws opened again, and this time it was the Merdians who disappeared inside—one after the other, swallowed whole beneath the storm.

From below the slaughter, Kitrana watched.

Among the panic, a few female Merdians revealed themselves, their bodies gleaming, their presence commanding. They tried to restore order—singing to rein in the beasts, but their voices trembled. What once had power now carried fear.

The harmony fractured, and the spell was broken.

The males fought where they could—weapons flashing in the water—but they may as well have been striking mountains with dinner forks.

They were quickly overwhelmed. Those who survived did so only by fleeing, their formation broken, their pride scattered like sand in the current.

As quickly as the mayhem had been started, it was brought to a swift end by the largest of the Karathasaurs—the female. It glided through the blood and debris with an aura of calm, though it seemed to be interpreted as a threat by the males, who immediately retreated and ceased their attack on the Merdians.

They weren’t to get far, however, before the tranquillising voice of a single Merdian had them turn around and fall in behind the female Karathasaur. As one, they sailed through the cavern until they were facing The Black Vault itself and the battle maiden who floated before it.

Gelka Ornst.

The Merdian bright commander came into view astride the enormous female. Her double-ended trident of siden steel rested over her lap, the metal entirely coated in a sheen of silvyr. Over shark-like teeth, her lips were pursed together, constructing the tune that lured the Karathasaurs in and kept them docile as they came to a floating stop.

“The battle maiden,” Gelka signed, a smug look on her face. “How sweet of you to return to us, and with such a prize. The Dread Queen will reward me beyond measure.”

“Don’t worry,” Kitrana replied defiantly, “I intend to give it to her myself.”

A flash of amusement ran through Gelka’s expression. “What will you do? Lay siege to Atlas with naught but a sword? Even that sword wouldn’t see you through the gates. Not that it matters. I’m going to take that blade from you. Then we’re going to release the Leviathan. The Merdian rule will last an eternity thereafter.”

“You’re mad!” the battle maiden fumed. “Your queen is mad! Opening those doors won’t secure your reign over the seas. Leviathans are doom incarnate.”

“It can be controlled,” Gelka insisted confidently. “I will ensure your survival this day, so you might witness the glory of Queen Yilda, Light Lord of Atlas. It was her voice alone that tamed the deep dragon,” she added, and with a touch of awe.

Kit was almost distracted by that, but she shook her head at the idea of controlling the beast beyond the doors. “Whatever magic the Skaramangians have bargained for the sword, it won’t be enough to control a Leviathan.”

The bright commander’s eyes narrowed, her mood souring to know that Kitrana had come by such information. “I see your time on the surface has been informative.”

“It’s their magic you branded us with.” Kit hefted Dawnbreaker. “I should like to brand you myself.”

A jagged smile revealed Gelka’s pointed teeth. “You forget your place.”

The bright commander held out her left arm and turned it palm up, exposing a set of intricate patterns and runes etched into her very skin. Using one sharp nail, she traced a portion of the runes, leaving a faint purple hue in her wake—it was a spell! Kitrana started forward until she saw them, all of them.

Every Nimean who had been secretly gathering in the ruins began to rise from the cavern floor, and every one of them was in agony. Then they began to pour out of the excavation sites, clearly trained to make their way to open water when their brands were activated.

“Since we have the blade of Skara now,” Gelka went on, a conceited grin on her face, “there’s no need to keep digging.”

She began to sing.

All but her own Karathasaur peeled off, their mighty tails propelling them towards the various clusters of Nimeans. They were going to feast.

Kitrana moved to pursue the nearest of the beasts only to falter. She couldn’t hope to save them all—she would be lucky if she caught up to the closest Karathasaur before it devoured the Nimeans departing the excavation sites. Her heart quickened, eyes darting from one cluster to another.

There was no time.

The Nimeans were about to be made extinct.

And all the while, Gelka Ornst was grinning sadistically. Caught between hopelessness and rage, the battle maiden was causing Dawnbreaker’s light to fluctuate. She thought then to increase its light, to blind them, but the Karathasaurs were swimming away from her, not to be deterred by any light at their back.

More than once Kitrana made to move in one direction or another, ultimately choosing which group of Nimeans she would try and save. But it was a crippling decision, and with no certainty that she could save any of them.

Time was running out.

The Karathasaurs were closing in while her people suffered.

Kitrana was to be the last one, for however long she managed to survive.

Unless…

It was a risk, she knew. A roll of the dice that could still get every Nimean killed. But they were to die anyway, cornered just as Kit was. If they were to meet The Hag, they would do so beside every Merdian inside that cavern.

To hell with them all…

The battle maiden made for Gelka Ornst, if only for a few seconds before arching her back and reversing her direction. With all haste she swam towards the top of The Black Vault before, again, altering her direction. Pushing herself to reach maximum velocity, Kitrana’s body rippled from end to end, taking her straight down the centre of the doors.

Like a falling star, Kitrana Voden descended into the abyss.

But no star had ever carried this kind of purpose.

Dawnbreaker roared to life in her grasp, its heat a growing inferno even in the crushing depths. Boiling water hissed in her wake, trailing behind the battle maiden like the fiery tail of a comet. Ahead loomed the clamshell of silvyr—an ancient seal, vast and unbroken, gleaming like moonlight trapped in stone.

She didn’t hesitate.

Kitrana extended one arm as she closed the final distance, and Dawnbreaker—relentless, reforged, absolute—sliced through the ancient knot of metal as though it were cloth.

The seal didn’t crack. It disintegrated.

An implosion echoed out like the cry of a dying god, shaking the massive vault doors and rippling through the entire cavern. The quake turned the water heavy, pressing against every soul who lingered there.

Kitrana kicked off the doors and drifted back, putting distance between herself and the thing she had just awakened.

And then—stillness.

Even Gelka faltered, her grip on the Nimean prisoners faded, her voice lost. She stared at the vault in mute disbelief.

No one moved.

Silence held them all—like the last moment before a storm breaks. Seconds passed. Nothing emerged, the doors still closed.

Doubt crept in.

Had she gambled everything on a myth? Had the creature inside finally perished, its bones turned to dust within a prison of silence?

The Karathasaurs remained focused, unimpressed. Their predatory gazes stayed fixed on the helpless Nimeans, their hunger unchanged.

Kitrana swam closer, warily, the weight of failure pressing into her spine. Perhaps she hadn’t opened it fully. Perhaps she’d destroyed the seal but not the lock.

Then—

Thoom!

The vault doors shuddered.

Kitrana’s instincts flared. She kicked hard, legs tucking beneath her as she rocketed away from the looming monolith.

Thoom!

A second blow—deeper this time. Ancient stone cracked and moaned, and clouds of black silt exploded outward, choking the water with the breath of ages.

Thoom!

A third, final pulse. The kind of sound that didn’t just echo—it settled into the bones.

And then…

The Black Vault began to open.

For the first time in an age lost to memory, the seals of old failed.

And from the darkness behind those doors, something stirred.

Something vast. Something ancient.

Something that had waited.
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DEATH ON THE WIND


Cob craned his neck, his eyes tracking every rising foot of Garganafan as the mighty dragon emerged from Valgala’s central lake. The water ran between and over his white scales, glistening like diamonds where they washed over the patches of golden scales. The light snowfall bombarded him as it did all else, though every flake melted against his truly enormous head. Indeed, his jaw was a solid block of bone and bristling teeth, and all beneath thick horns that sloped back high and proud like trees on a jagged hillock.

Seeing Garganafan again, as he had briefly on Nareene, Cob came to wonder if the All-Fate was, indeed, real, for only a being of pure intellect and imagination could surely have created something so awe-inspiring, so terrifyingly beautiful as to feel it speaking to one’s soul.

And then there was Morgwyn. How fulfilling it was to know that Joran’s dragon had hatched, and after all they had gone through to see him safely to Drakanan. While it was difficult to acknowledge the boy’s choice to ally with Baelon—a fact the ranger had chalked up to naivety since Kassanda had informed them—it could not be denied that his eternal companion was quite exquisite.

The younger dragon stood regally upon the shore, seemingly content to be inspected by Androma. She had displayed her centuries-old discipline during the first day and night of meetings, war councils, and catch ups—including the need to sleep. But come the dawn, she had demanded of Cob that he take her to the dragons. He had never seen such eagerness in the old Rider, enjoying the vitality it lent her.

After running one hand over his ribs and along his tail, Androma returned to Morgwyn’s head, where he happily lowered his jaw into her waiting hand. Cob held onto Aphrandhor’s staff while she wove a single finger along Morgwyn’s snout, between his eyes, and up to one of his horns. At last, she placed her cheek to his and held him for a moment.

“Thank you for waiting for him,” she said, her voice weighted with emotion. “You were to hatch in another time, when the world was younger, but you waited for Joran. The realm doesn’t know it yet, but it owes you a great debt for that. And what an exceptional dragon you appear to be. Worthy to stand in the shadow of one so breathtaking as Garganafan. I might not be able to see anymore,” the old Rider added, head tilted towards the larger dragon as she pressed one finger to her head, “but I still see you just fine in here, my old friend.”

Garganafan bowed until Androma could feel his breath, allowing her hand to find him. How small she seemed then. The white dragon had only to curl his tongue and she would be swept up into his maw. Instead, Garganafan gave the old Rider a moment in what was surely an act of deep respect. It had certainly garnered the attention of Valgala’s inhabitants, who lined the shore wherever they could to look upon the wondrous dragons.

“The feeling is mutual!” Kassanda called out after breaking through the crowd, and with Yamnomora beside her. “Though, something tells me you already knew that!”

Androma stepped away from the dragons and accepted her staff back. “How goes it? Have they killed each other yet?”

Cob glanced up at the palace, north of the lake. Somewhere inside that maze of opulence were a king and queen who had both done their utmost to ignore the other for the duration of their reign. Now they had to become swift allies and agree on every aspect of the city’s defences. It had not been his sister’s invitation, nor the king’s for that matter, but Kassanda who had ensured the ranger and Androma were present for much of the debating.

As then, during those tumultuous hours, Cob found his stress somewhat alleviated by Kassanda’s presence. A fact that saw him stand a little straighter.

“The urgency of our situation seems to be smoothing relations,” Kassanda reported. “The final Kedradi war machines are being placed as we speak, and both crowns have agreed to the positioning of troops. We left them discussing the future,” she added, her tone emphasising her disbelief.

“That can only be a good thing,” Androma opined.

“It’s an optimistic thing,” Yamnomora remarked out the side of her mouth.

Cob regarded the stout dwarf. He barely knew anything of her people, yet he could hardly believe the tale she had recounted, detailing the fall of Morthil and subsequent exodus, the latter lending to a tale all of its own that ended in Drakanan. It had only increased his respect for Yamnomora.

“The scales have yet to tip,” Kassanda pointed out, her words aimed directly at the dwarf. “The Kedradi have changed the war,” she commented, a glance spared for Cob.

“You’re a… prince?” the Dragon Rider had questioned the previous night, after hearing Androma’s private account. Indeed, she had rocked forward in her chair and even spilled some of her beer.

“Is that so hard to believe?” he had replied, knowing full well that it was.

Kassanda had looked him up and down. “Yes,” she had articulated.

Yamnomora had raised a particularly bushy eyebrow. “Prince… Cob?”

It had been some time since the ranger had heard Androma laugh, even if it was short-lived. “Tell them your real name,” she had jested, “before they drink much more and struggle to say it.”

Cob had sighed at the time, desperate to get lost in his own beer. “My name is Valarius Cobenian Thayne.”

Yamnomora and Androma had shared another laugh, but Kassanda simply looked more surprised than amused.

“Valarius,” the Dragon Rider had repeated, feeling the shape of the name on her lips. “It’s a damn sight better than Cob.”

The ranger had chuckled and gladly toasted his tankard with hers.

In truth, that had only been a few hours ago, the four of them having talked and drank into the early hours when they should have been sleeping. Rest was hard to come by, however, when it seemed Death itself was converging on the city.

“He is coming,” Kassanda had told them gravely.

Cob had thought of little else. He was to be the first in all the generations, since King Tiberian was first cursed, who would actually have some kind of chance at breaking the curse. Those ancient words came back to him again and again, reminding him that it would not be undone by merely killing The Dark One.

“Until The Last Ballad of Hope is sung over those of House Thayne, marking their victory over the enemy, this curse will linger in their royal blood.”

The nameless Dragon Rider had been quite specific regarding the seals that shaped and confined the curse. The Last Ballad of Hope was integral. The ranger had tried to remind himself that a curse was a messy thing, as Androma had described. The need to spill blood had not been spoken over King Tiberian, and yet it had plagued them down through the ages. Perhaps the ballad was not needed after all…

He thought of his nephew, Aurelian. Even in a future without The Dark One, it seemed likely that he would be doomed to live out his life in The Grimdel.

Garganafan’s head swivelled to the north, spraying cold lake water across dozens of onlookers. Morgwyn was half a second behind the older dragon, his attention drawn to the north as well. While their expressions remained unreadable to Cob, Kassanda’s was all too familiar.

“They’re here,” the Rider declared, confirming the ranger’s suspicions.

“Vander and his army?” Androma asked.

“No,” Kassanda replied grimly. “Baelon Vos.”

A booming horn cut across all of Valgala, the first of several as the watch stations around the city wall came to life. The Valgalans themselves responded with surprise before panic set in. It took some time before the chaos died down enough to see that the inhabitants were making their way towards the eastern districts, as instructed by the homeguard. It would clear the western half of the city, potentially saving them from catapult bombardment and any breach from the invaders. There was, of course, a good number of Drogals to navigate as well, the giant red lizards crowding the streets where they weren’t lounging on snow-covered rooftops.

Fighting that tide, Cob, Androma, and Yamnomora were trying to reach the stairs beside the western gate, where they could ascend to the top of the wall. From there, the trio could look to the north, where pale snow clouds revealed an approaching cluster of dark shapes.

Garganafan shadowed the north-western quadrant, his wings taking him clear of the city, where he and Kassanda began to circle. Morgwyn had flown as high as the throne room, his purple body coiled and claws gripped to the thick pillars that surrounded the grand chamber.

Atop the walls, the homeguard ran to their positions, manning the trebuchets and ballistae, the latter of which were being pivoted to face the north. Among them were Kedradi warriors, all ready with arrows nocked and spears aimed high. So too did his kin line the streets below, their ranks formed into defensive positions or manning the war machines.

Amidst the commotion, Cob noted how deftly Androma weaved between the homeguard, stepping here and there to avoid any collisions. Her heart rate was obviously up, activating the Andaren elixir in her blood. He recalled his own time under the influence of that strange potion and hated to think of everything the old Rider could smell, hear, and taste on the air.

Only minutes later and the city grew eerily still, its collective gaze turned to the skies. The dragons took shape in the heavens—all eight of them.

“They’re too far away,” Androma said in his ear.

“I count eight dragons and… one Aegre.”

“Joran is with them,” the old Rider surmised, a grim sigh shaping her jaw.

“They are led by a dragon with a single horn,” the ranger informed her, though that single horn was more like that of a rhino’s, if twice the length of the animal in question.

“Kalaghan,” Androma replied. “Baelon’s dragon. Do not underestimate either of them—there’s a reason they’re nine-hundred-years-old.”

They’re not my quarry, the Kedradi thought, glancing up at Kassanda and Garganafan, the only ones actually capable of challenging the Dragonlord.

“They’re making round to the west!” came the bellowing call from Captain Hawkins. “Ballistae and catapults at the ready! Archers!”

Thedonus strode along the rampart, his broad shoulders concealing some of the armoured entourage who trailed in his wake. “Kedradi!” he barked in their natural ked. “Show the northerners what we’re made of!”

A hammering roar erupted from both atop the wall and on the streets below, as if the city had been given a terrifying voice of its own.

The king-consort caught sight of his brother in-law and gave a simple nod of acknowledgment before donning his winged helm. The wings, of course, were shaped like the open pages of a book while a single spike rose from the crown—the sigil of House Thayne made manifest. The cream and blue of his tunic and cloak were dispersed between his plated armour, the latter lending to his already considerable size.

His weapon of choice had Cob’s full attention.

An argument could have been made that the two-handed hammer was actually an axe, but the truth lay somewhere in the middle. One side of the weapon’s head was the skull of a Draven, fangs and all, while the other side was potentially a Draven’s hip bone. Both additions sported sharp ridges and blunt planes.

“None of you have my blessing to meet the All-Fate this day!” Thedonus cried, his words a mystery to the homeguard. “Fight shoulder to shoulder, give no quarter, and you will see the dawn!”

Yamnomora nudged Cob’s waist with her elbow. “Doesn’ the prince ’ave some rousin’ speech to give?”

“No,” the ranger answered firmly. “The prince does not.”

The dwarf chuckled and hefted her battle-axe, the only weapon left in Valgala’s substantial armoury, as if the two were meant to be.

Cob moved closer to the wall as the dragons came about, shadowing the western plains. Joran was easy to spot among them, astride Oaken, a creature of black feathers amongst a congregation of multi-coloured scales.

One of the homeguard, whose hands were visibly shaking around the ballista’s controls, licked his lips. “What are they doing?”

Rather than attack, as expected, Baelon led them down to the ground, half a mile out from the western gates, where great plumes of snow were kicked up around the eight dragons and lone Aegre.

There they waited.

Many questions ran up and down Valgala’s walls, along with the creaking of wood as every ballista and catapult was recalibrated. “Easy!” Cob called out, trying to ease the tension—especially those with ballistae at the end of their fingers.

“Breathe, men!” Thedonus bade in his commanding voice. “You fight when I tell you to fight and not a moment before!”

“What are they doin’ out there?” Yamnomora asked. “Shouldn’ they be rainin’ fire by now?”

The answer to that question flew over their heads, momentarily shielding them from the snowfall. Garganafan appeared as white as the flakes that softened the world, though the dragon was nothing if not the antithesis of that effect. The earth shuddered beneath all four of his powerful feet, and his tail swept left to right, shifting a wave of snow in the process.

Seated in her saddle was a warrior who stood out among her kin just as her dragon stood out against his. Kassanda remained where she was for a moment, the pair having placed themselves between Baelon and Valgala’s gate. Even from atop the wall, Cob could feel the pressure building and straining between them.

“Baelon knows,” Androma said cryptically.

Yamnomora cocked her head. “Eh?”

“Baelon knows that he possess enough dragons to kill Garganafan, but he also knows that Garganafan will kill at least one of them. Realistically, he would at least kill three of them. I’d say Baelon doesn’t want to lose anymore Riders after Nareene.”

“He’s climbing down,” Cob reported, watching the Dragonlord descend to Kalaghan’s side.

“Aye. So is Kassanda.”

The ranger pressed himself to the wall, eager to get down there, when he heard the taut membranes of gliding wings. Looking back, towards the city, he caught sight of Morgwyn flying low over the rooftops, his dark purple scales almost obsidian in the wintery light.

“Morgwyn!” Cob beckoned, one hand cupped to his mouth.

The dragon’s swift landing made quite the impact on the wall, scattering the homeguard and Kedradi alike. As his claws bit into the stone and the spikes along his tail scraped down the interior wall, Cob, Androma, and Yamnomora clambered on, and with only a second before Morgwyn dived off the edge and sailed over the plains.

Feeling his breakfast rise up into his throat, the ranger was glad to feel Morgwyn’s feet touch down beside Garganafan. By the look on Yamnomora’s bearded face, the dwarf was just as thankful to feel hard ground under her boots. Androma alone had endured the brief flight with poise and grace, and with equal measure she leaped from the dragon’s back.

The trio hurried to catch up with Kassanda, who was already walking away from Garganafan to meet up with Baelon. The Dragonlord was soon accompanied by his fellow Riders, including Joran, who walked behind him to the halfway point.

The tension rose tenfold as the two groups came to a stop, and with little more than feet between them. The wind picked up, adding the billowing flap of their cloaks to the sound of blood pounding in Cob’s ears. Standing before them now—the entire order of Dragon Riders—the ranger had to wonder what had possessed him to leave the relative safety of the wall. These were the most accomplished fighters in the realm, so skilled and powerful that only the Vahlken could challenge them.

Suddenly, the scimitar of Draven bone on his hip felt more like a stick than a sword.

Joran was the last to join them, though he confidently took his place beside Baelon rather than among the others. That confidence seemed to drain away as he looked upon the four who had rallied against them. His young violet eyes ran along their line, his gaze steadily faltering until he finally landed on Androma.

“Hello, Joran,” the old Rider said, her voice just heard over the wind.

“Morgwyn misses you fiercely,” Kassanda remarked.

It was hard to say how much impact their words had on the white-haired Rider, his attention well beyond any of them, to Morgwyn in the distance. His pain was clear to see, a man parted from his heart.

“Would that be the same Morgwyn who has been whispering in your ear, Kassanda,” Baelon Vos began, his eyes flitting to the purple dragon and back. “And to have got here so fast.” The Dragonlord whistled. “Tell me, is The Anther inside the city walls? I shouldn’t like it to be lost in the fray.”

Yamnomora planted the end of her battle-axe in the snow. “It ain’ ’ere, ye old kud, jus’ like ye shouldn’ be ’ere.”

Baelon raised an eyebrow at the dwarf. “Your company of late has become most questionable, Kassanda.”

Kassanda stood firm, one hand resting on the pommel of her sword. “Valgala is not for the taking, Baelon. Leave. Now.”

“Yes,” Baelon drawled, blatantly ignoring her command, “the Kedradi. That is quite the card to play. I’m impressed. Alas, their presence here will not tip the scales in your favour. The streets of Valgala will be littered with their dead before this is over. A pity. The Kedradi could have thrived under our rule.”

“Our rule?” Androma interjected. “Are you all to take turns wearing the crown?”

Not so much as a fine muscle twitched in Baelon’s face as his cold eyes shifted towards Androma, though he did appear somewhat stiffer in the shoulders. “Androma… The irony of your presence here does not escape me. I recall a time when you were the one fighting to tear down these walls.”

Cob wasn’t the only one to turn and look at the old Rider with intense curiosity.

“I wonder,” the Dragonlord added, his tone turning wicked, “can you still grasp all those centuries without Maegar?”

The old Rider was so motionless as to be dead, her hands gripped to Aphrandhor’s staff as if she was hanging on for dear life. “You would dare kill a dragon and be so bold as to utter their name? Do you speak of Rhaymion and Aila with such ease? I wonder,” she said, matching his tone, “how many more dragons will be robbed of their immortality before you find a crown that fits your head?” The subtle shift in her sightless gaze, as if to regard the dragons at Baelon’s back, was not missed by the gathered Riders.

Baelon didn’t respond immediately, perhaps taken off guard by Androma’s sharp remarks. “This was to be a bloodless transition,” he eventually proclaimed. “History will be sure to record this pivotal moment, when those who would be heroes interfered in matters they couldn’t comprehend, sparking a battle that doomed the entire Kedradi people.” The Dragonlord tutted. “What misguided fools you are. You’re nothing but agents of Galahart, a spymaster whose job it is to win the war with the Andarens. You’re going to need to dream a little bigger if you’re going to save the realm itself.”

“Bloodless?” Kassanda spat. “Tell that to the people of Caster Hold, Farnfoss, Thedaria… Your army of traitors and thugs has left a bloody trail across Erador, and all beneath our banner!”

Joran turned to face the Dragonlord, his young face etched with concern where it wasn’t already etched with old wounds. “What?”

Baelon’s lips became a fine line as he tried to keep a grasp on his sigh. “Whatever Vander has deemed necessary… was necessary.”

“How could it be necessary to put an entire city to the flame?” Kassanda countered.

“Should I discover he has been overzealous in his work, he will be punished accordingly,” Baelon assured, though it seemed he was speaking to Joran and not Kassanda.

A familiar horn blared across the snowy plains.

From atop the wall, catapults and ballistae could be heard recalibrating once more. The Dragon Riders turned on the spot to search the lands ever westward, allowing Cob and the others to see the great mass forming on the horizon. Above them was another mass and tinted with red.

Herragax.

“They’re here,” Cob muttered.

War drums beat in the west, as if the army itself were some manner of beast, its every footfall booming across the land.

“There’s still time,” Baelon stated. “Convince King Edris to give up his crown, and everyone gets to go home in peace.”

Androma raised her chin in defiance. “You didn’t come here for peace, Baelon. You came for war.” The old Rider stamped and ground her staff into the earth between her feet. “So a war you’ll get.”


59
THE BLEEDING BOUGH


Time Unknown…

Every time Daijen tried to focus his thoughts and get to grips with events, his attention would be stolen by the inexplicable environment. “What is this?” he had to ask, one hand daring to reach out and touch the wall.

“Organic engineering at its best,” Barad-Agin replied smugly, thrilled, it seemed, to have any kind of opportunity to boast.

Daijen had seen and even stood upon the moving platforms constructed by the dwarves of Morthil, but he had never seen anything like the lift system descending through the tower’s interior.

“It’s a living organism,” The Hollow King explained. “Part of the tree’s parasitic nervous system.”

Embedded into a hollow shaft carved through the interior wall, it hung like a massive, vertical pod, its skin veined with pulsing amber light. It was slick and warm to the touch, with a slightly yielding surface like damp bark or stretched muscle. It had arrived wrapped in tendrils that flexed and coiled like the limbs of a slumbering beast, opening for them with fibrous lips.

And so they descended through the arteries of The Hollow King’s domain, arriving at the base with no more than a sigh. There they were met by an unnecessary contingent of fungal knights before they entered the streets of Nyxdrasil. They formed a column in which their master and supposed guest could walk from the tower with a wall of iron and death between them and the city’s inhabitants.

Daijen glimpsed them between cloaks of bone and hoods of steel, the twisted generations that threw themselves to the ground, arms and fungi outstretched in worship of their dark god.

The wet braying of an animal returned the Vahlken’s attention to their destination. Where The Hollow King pressed on, entering the carriage that awaited them, Daijen hesitated.

The monarch of the Shadow Realm did not travel in any ordinary carriage, his chariot that of some dread engine, a machine of corruption and majesty, a grotesque union of organic decay and infernal craftsmanship.

Forged from the ribcage of some terrible beast, the chariot’s body arched like a skeletal basilica, each bone lacquered in black ichor and veined with living fungus, pulsing softly with a bilious bioluminescence. It’s four wheels were hardened chitinous rings webbed in fungal growth and mushrooms along the spurs.

Again the impatient bray of an animal dispersed the spore-mist, turning Daijen to the four creatures that towed the monstrous carriage. What might have been stags at a glance were something quite terrifying when viewed through the keen eyes of a Vahlken. The antlered horrors pawed at the ground, sniffing and snorting, their mouths salivating what looked like steaming, venomous ooze.

This was not a chariot of speed or glory, but of inevitability—an unstoppable herald of doom that gave haste to The Hollow King’s madness. And what madness it was. Every street the carriage took, Daijen was faced by it—the visceral need to recoil. Nyxdrasil was a hellish microcosm where only the worst the Shadow Realm had to offer was concentrated into something far more shocking than anything ever described in the scriptures of the Arkalon.

“The Golem,” Barad-Agin said, his ancient voice breaking the silence. “It comes and goes as it pleases?”

“Yes,” Daijen replied, uneasy with the close proximity.

The First Wizard continued to stare out of his own side of the carriage, between the rib bones. “You have lost control of its memories,” he observed, like a teacher scalding a pupil.

“It has a lot of memories.”

“Have you viewed them all?”

“No.”

“But you could if you wanted to?”

“Yes.”

“Fascinating. Your mutation allows for significant memory capacity. Are you immortal?”

“I wouldn’t know. The life expectancy of a Vahlken is… short.”

“A Vahlken…” Barad-Agin tasted the word like a new piece of food. “What was the purpose of your creation?”

“To fight Dragon Riders,” Daijen answered, keeping the half-truth rather simple.

“I suppose that would be the purpose behind your captivating companion,” The Hollow King purred.

Daijen glanced at the fiend, wondering how he knew anything of Valyra—the Aegre was clearly being held somewhere else. He had to assume his clairvoyance came from the spores, the mist itself operating as a communication soup that connected him to… well, everything. That was a most unsettling thought.

“Their armour,” the Vahlken commented, steering the conversation away from his order and its purpose.

Two of Barad-Agin’s toe claws tapped the carriage floor in quick succession. “What of it?”

“It looks to be steel. Their weapons too. And I saw chains in your… sanctum.”

“I see. You’re wondering why they aren’t organic, like so much else. What an inquisitive mind you have, Master Saeth. Follow that pathetic excuse for a sun for three miles and you will come across my mines. The Hollowborn churn the earth of the Shadow Realm day and night. The ore is of the same quality as that found in Verda. My forge work is equal to that of my alchemy—skills I have passed on to my children.”

Daijen dwelled on his response until The Hollow King noticed his pensive expression.

“Does this trouble you? Or do you stir because I refer to them as my children?”

“I have seen and heard far more troubling things since I arrived here,” the Vahlken assured him.

“Then speak. I am unaccustomed to private thought. It is most… grating.”

“You speak of alchemy, something my people practice. I would have thought… I assumed the one who instructed Skara Pendain would be master of magic in all its forms.”

Barad-Agin wheezed before his laugh turned into barking cackle. “I have survived here for what feels like centuries, built all that you see, and yet still you doubt my power?”

Daijen checked himself, remembering that he was well within the monster’s domain in a world he couldn’t hope to navigate. “I meant no offence.”

“You speak of ethereal magic, of conjuring naked flame and ice.” The Blood-drinker sighed, one slimy tongue running over jagged teeth. “I remember it as well as I long for it. Alas, that form of magic does not exist here. There stands too much between here and the Realm of Magic. Only in Verda is the veil so thin.”

Unable to understand it, the Vahlken could but accept the answer. In truth, he was happy to hear that such magic was beyond the fiend’s abilities—a potential advantage.

“We’re here,” Barad-Agin declared, a smile heard in his voice.

Stepping out of the carriage, Daijen was once again in the grip of paralysing awe, his neck craned to take in the colossal structure. “What is this place?”

At once, the thousands of Hollowborn flooding into the structure fell prostrate, the swell of them parting like the fibrous lips of the organic lift so their malevolent master might walk unimpeded between them.

“Welcome to Vireth Kael, Daijen Saeth!” The Hollow King cried out, his long arms lifted high.

The Vahlken accompanied his host, taking the cleared path towards the rounded structure. “Vireth Kael?” he enquired.

“The Bleeding Bough in my tongue,” Barad-Agin informed him.

“Your tongue?” Daijen consulted the language he had attained from reading Linguistics, Dialects, and Allogpraphy—those words weren’t in the book. “I’ve heard your knights speak the ancient language of my people…”

“It is forever trapped inside their minds from the earliest generations of Hollowborn.”

“But Vireth Kael is not of that language,” Daijen pointed out. “Your tongue… That would be an early form of human language?”

“You dig and dig, don’t you? ’Tis a wonderful accompaniment to your physical mutations, Master Saeth. But no, your assumption is incorrect.”

The Hollow King said nothing more on the matter, leaving Daijen with more questions than answers.

Through winding warrens and stinking catacombs, Barad-Agin led the Vahlken to another organic lift that took them to a viewing box crowded with mushrooms, the toadstools a variety of colours and all leaking sap to some degree.

“Please, sit.” The Deceiver gestured to the throne-like chair beside his own, its every panel growing out of the bark at their feet, moulding and twisting until it was a suitable size.

But Daijen did not sit, his feet taking him to the edge of the viewing box, where it simply fell away into the tiers below. Those tiers were filling up with Hollowborn, their numbers spreading like one enormous vein of fungal growth, until they stacked every bench that lined Vireth Kael. It was then that he knew exactly what he was looking at, the shape and design like any other.

It was an arena!

Like much else in Nyxdrasil, it was a palace of cruelty and spectacle sculpted from the tree’s ancient roots and thickened into pillars of petrified shadow. It was impressively wide, a perfect circle hollowed from a dark and dense resin-wood and veined with sporelight. The walls rose high, their surface smooth like the insides of a colossal seed husk. Fungal growths crawled up the sides in slow, pulsating blooms. Black lichen, veils of foggy moss, and clusters of glimmering spore-pods shimmered like stars beneath a living sky.

It boasted no roof but a tangled canopy of roots and tendrils suspended like a net across the open air, casting strange patterns of filtered light and drifting yellow fog. The spores fell constantly—fine as dust, but heavy with presence. Every breath tasted faintly of rot and death.

The arena floor was a black, root-woven lattice beneath a layer of damp, silken soil stained with the remnants of countless contests. Here and there, vents of warm, spore-laden air erupted like sighs from the tree’s lungs, giving life to the strange fungi that sprouted along the edges.

Almost everywhere Daijen looked scars from previous battles remained—blackened husks, claw marks deep enough to swim in, and even remnants of bone twisted into the wood like offerings.

Movement in the corner of his eyes turned Daijen around. A fungal knight was standing there, a single gauntlet wrapped around the neck of a female Andaren, her porcelain skin revealed through tattered clothes. She didn’t even look afraid, her expression frozen in numb rictus as tears silently slipped down her cheeks.

Barad-Agin moved like a spider across its web, his long hands ensnaring the poor woman in the blink of an eye. She was dragged across his lap, her white hair cast aside, and brought to the mercy of The Hollow King. Daijen started forwards, but there was nothing to be done. The wretch’s splintered teeth ripped into her throat with abandon, yet he didn’t allow a single drop of blood to get away from him.

Sick to his stomach, the Vahlken watched her body steadily implode, her skin sinking into pits that clung taut to muscle and bone, like a fly being drained by a spider.

Barad-Agin’s head snapped away, his four eyes locked on Daijen. “Apologies. Would you care for something to eat?”

The Vahlken swallowed. “I’m not hungry,” he said simply.

The king smiled with red teeth. “You will be. Everything in the Shadow Realm is hungry.”

A chorus of wet and shrieking cheers went up around the arena, turning Daijen away from the gruesome scene. One of the walls in the base burst open like a mushroom swollen with fluid. That steaming fluid then gushed over the arena floor, leaving a gaping wound into the bowls of Vireth Kael.

“Speaking of which…” Barad-Agin said, his voice dragging, lazy and slow while the woman’s body was being dragged away.

The beast that emerged from that bleeding wound barely fit, scraping the fleshy sides as it crawled out on four behemoth legs of tough claws. Like so much of the Shadow Realm, it was unlike anything Daijen might compare it to. Its eyeless head was elongated and angular, though most of it was a snarling maw of uneven teeth. Multiple horns and spikes protruded from its giant skull, only adding to its aggressive presentation.

From its pointed snout to the tip of its sinuous tail, the monster’s top half was layered in a rough, almost bio-mechanical exoskeleton of dark red. The segmented, plate-like scales gave it a heavily fortified appearance, a foe capable of taking serious punishment without faltering in battle.

Something membranous twitched about its sides, giving Daijen the comparison he sought. Great wings, pocked with holes and tipped with jagged bone unfurled as it unleashed a resounding roar.

It was like a dragon.

The further it intruded on the arena floor, the more chain snaked after it, cord upon cord of thick iron leading to a sizeable manacle fixed about one of its back legs.

“I moulded this one myself in the Dreadforges below,” Barad-Agin boasted. “I’m sure you can see my influences…”

“You made this… creature?”

“Oh yes. The Shadow Realm has produced many a monster in its own ways, but I find a touch of intelligent design goes a long way. I call it a Vortherax!” he announced, licking excess blood from his teeth.

Daijen felt it surge through his boots—a shudder. Another followed, the ground quivering to a steady beat as dust and motes of glowing spores were shook loose from the canopy above. The Hollowborn grew quiet, their anticipation building. The Vortherax growled and roared, turning this way and that to locate the source of the tremors.

The silence was absolute—so thick and sudden it felt like the tree itself had stopped breathing. Daijen crouched upon the very precipice of the viewing box, his anticipation rising to match that of the Hollowborn. From a vast gate of root and blackened bone, slowly uncoiling like flesh being torn open, he came.

Malliath.

Barad-Agin appeared by his side, his hood pushed back allowing his oily black hair to act as a secondary hood. “The Oldest,” he declared, his voice slithering down into the arena like mist. “The Bound. He who is forbidden to die. Malliath The Drakalis!”

The dragon was immense, though only a notch larger than the Vortherax. His body was draped in the natural armour of his kind, each plate of scaled obsidian dark as midnight and jagged like shattered onyx. Those scales shimmered faintly with an oily sheen, not from health, but from the slick glisten of fungal spores that clung to him like a second skin.

Chains of petrified root and pulsing veins dangled from his limbs, fused to his flesh by years of rot and binding. His almighty wings were tattered, the membranes torn and webbed with white growths, like lace spun by decay.

But it was his face—his ancient, sorrowed, magnificent face—that held Daijen fast.

Twin horns, chipped and gouged, curved back from his skull like dark crescent blades. His great jaw, once feared across Verda’s realms, hung slightly open. It seemed his every breath was a wet, rasping wheeze, like a forge struggling to light in the rain.

His eyes, however—his eyes remained untouched by The Hollow King’s cruelty.

Vast and purple, they shone with ageless wrath and the quiet dignity of a creature who remembered the open sky. There was no madness in them. Only memory. And hatred.

Malliath lifted his head. A low, guttural sound bubbled from his throat—not a roar, not yet. Daijen knew it to be the sound of endurance, of centuries spent in silence, of breath stolen and freedom denied.

And still, despite everything—his presence demanded awe.

Even in chains. Even in pain.

Malliath was not broken.

Not yet.

That gave Daijen the spark of hope he so desperately needed in that dire place. It seemed to evaporate under the scrutinising gaze of Barad-Agin, however, the four-eyed fiend staring down at him.

The Vortherax screamed, a shriek that was not sound but memory, dredged from the bones of the dead. Its talons, serrated like a butcher’s hooks, dashed through the air and raked along Malliath’s flank. First blood had been spilt and washed over the exhilarated crowd, all of whom were leaning forward to catch every detail of the dragon’s suffering.

Malliath turned and charged directly into his foe, their front claws rising high so their chests collided in an impact that clapped the air. They snapped and clawed at each other, both struggling to penetrate the other’s armour. The black dragon bashed the monster’s head aside and dropped down to all fours again, his hips already swinging to one side. His tail whipped forwards like a scythe, carving a black line across the Vortherax’s hide, just beneath its reddish plate.

The beast howled, its jaws stretching wide before they clamped around Malliath’s shoulder, fangs sinking through scales and into muscle. The dragon grunted and twisted, smashing his spiked tail into the Vortherax’s side again and again. Flesh ripped, muscle tore, bone splintered, and—finally—The Hollow King’s monster reeled.

Malliath launched high, his own chains and manacle revealed for the first time, and crashed into his enemy, forcing the abomination into the wall. A shockwave of raw fury reverberated around The Bleeding Bough, igniting more cheers from the fungal mob. The Vortherax chomped down on Malliath’s front right foot, devouring two of his claws, the dragon sent staggering.

The Vortherax crawled forward, each movement accompanied by the grind of armoured plates and the hiss of dark sorcery. The two titans of flesh and rage rammed into each once more, their every clash a thunderclap.

“Why does he not use fire?” Daijen was stood up now, his nerves on an edge quite similar to the one he was actually standing on.

“Because he can’t,” answered The Hollow King smugly.

The Vahlken tore his eyes from the battle and looked directly at The First Wizard. “What did you do to him?”

“Given that you were bred to slay his kind, I can assume you know of their anatomy?” Barad-Agin’s face twitched, a smile tugged by bloody memory. “The two glands behind the teeth,” he explained anyway. “Each produces a liquid that requires the other to create fire. For some time—whatever that is in a place like this—we would cut his glands out before every fight.”

Daijen was horrified. “You… cut them out?”

“The trick was making sure they never healed before we cut them out again. Even so, there were problems. The drool,” he said, one long-fingered hand pulling at the air around his jaw. “It would pool around the arena floor and inside his cage, starting fires all the time. I can assure you, fire is just as destructive here as it is in Verda.”

The Hollow King paused, taking a moment to enjoy the fight. Malliath slammed the Vortherax into the ground with a wingbeat that drummed the air. He snapped his jaws down, but his teeth met armour—no flesh, no blood. The beast twisted, biting into the dragon’s wing, tearing membrane and crunching bone with sickening ease.

The dragon roared in pain, and Barad-Agin roared in amusement.

“Can you see?” the mutant king asked, pointing directly into Malliath’s mouth, his jaws fully extended by the Vortherax’s claws.

Daijen’s eyes were those of an eagle, piercing the distance and spore-mist to see for himself. Where once fire brewed, now only pain festered. Thick cords of sickly fungus choked the gland-pits behind his teeth, the once-holy furnace of dragon fire now blocked by pale, pulsing mushrooms and ropey mould.

It was despicable.

“Once the spores took root, the problem was solved. I have found that to be true of most things though…”

Daijen had a barbed reply, the words just finding life on the edge of his lips when another voice cracked the air. His attention shifted immediately back to the arena, where he was forced to question his eyes.

It seemed to project out of Malliath, an echoing image that sharpened in detail until there was a second Malliath—at least his head and neck with the occasional claw dragging at the ground. Unlike the physical dragon, the spectral manifestation elicited a voice and enunciated words—words dripping with hatred older than civilisation.

Rip it! Malliath’s spectre growled. Tear it! Open its flesh, and suck out the good stuff! Save the flesh until last, and gnaw on the bones! Fight, you pathetic worm! You’re so weak! it bellowed in the real dragon’s face. You sicken me! You deserve the pain!

Malliath cut through the ghost of himself with one claw and swiped at the Vortherax’s face.

Daijen blinked, eyes darting in search of the ethereal projection. “What… what was that?”

Barad-Agin gave a soft chuckle. “I’ve come to call it—echo sickness. A saga all of its own.”

“Echo sickness,” Daijen repeated, the concept about as foreign to him as everything else in the Shadow Realm.

“A result of exposure—to the whisperspores. In the beginning, your thoughts spill out whether you like it or not. You become sick of your own voice, craving a silence that never comes. But he’s been down here for centuries now. His thoughts have detached entirely. Now they act as an autonomous entity, haunting his every waking and sleeping moment. He has become his own worst enemy,” he said, the thought of it drawing out another of his disturbing grins.

“It’s no more than he deserves,” The Hollow King went on. “Were it not for him, Skara would never have become The Pendain. He would never have rallied the world of man against me, and the Dragon Riders would never have existed. If Malliath had just stayed in his egg, Verda would already be mine.” He barked a maniacal laugh that came from nowhere. “It never fails to amuse me that he was sent here by Skara, his own companion. Here to suffer at my hands.”

The Vahlken’s attention drifted back to the dragon, to the one he had killed countless Skaramangians and crossed worlds for. The greatest weapon—if not Verda’s best defence against The Dark One’s return—was plagued by madness.

What have I done? he thought, more grateful then than ever that the whisperspores were yet to detach his own thoughts into a separate entity.

Malliath reared back, tail sweeping wide, catching the Vortherax across the face. Bone was reduced to powder, and one of its horns snapped free and embedded itself in the wall. The king’s monster, however, was not to be slowed. With a burst of impossible strength, it launched itself again, slamming into a pillar of carved and living obsidian.

The crowd howled.

Locked in a death spiral across the ground, the two behemoths tore at each other, smashing through old bones and dried husks while carving trenches into the blood-soaked earth. Dragon and beast collided endlessly—neither yielding.

All the while, Malliath was parting with chunks of flesh and gallons of blood. The Vortherax fared better, protected by its fortress of reddish plates. Weakened by wounds, if not centuries of wounds and malnourishment, the black dragon took one clawed foot to the face after the other, beating him back until he fell upon his side.

Daijen sucked in a breath and refused to let it go.

Barad-Agin stood a little straighter. “Stop.” The word echoed from every whisperspore, including those that danced about the Vortherax.

The lumbering killing machine grew still, one foot resting upon Malliath’s shattered ribs while the other remained high, an axe ready to fall. Instead of delivering the next blow, the beast backed off, a low moan shuddering from somewhere deep in its cavernous chest.

“That’s why you’re here,” The Hollow King said victoriously. “You came for him. You want Malliath.” His bloodshot eyes rolled around until they were looking at the sky. “What’s going on up there? What could drive any sane soul into the Shadow Realm? And on an errand so foolish as to retrieve a lost dragon…” The muscles around his eyes twitched, the truth deduced in his ancient mind.

“I can only guess at the millennia that must have passed since Malliath was cast into shadow,” he said, advancing slowly on the Vahlken, a predator stalking its prey. “Their bond cannot traverse the realms. Skara must have died eons ago, killed by time if not his own Riders. Yet here you are, risking your life to find his dragon.”

They were now uncomfortably close to each other, The Hollow King looming over him.

“You never did answer my question. Tell me of Skara’s fate.”

“He was defeated by the Dragon Riders of his time,” Daijen replied, seeing no other path before him. “He took an axe to the chest—his Golem witnessed as much.”

Barad-Agin’s curtain of slick and oily black hair fell forwards as he lowered his head. “But did you see him die?”

The Vahlken consulted the memory while sparing a glance at Malliath, who was being absorbed by the ground, his body disappearing into the void below. “I saw him die,” he finally responded. “But,” he added emphatically, “he possessed weapons of power.”

“I recall them well,” The Hollow King said with some disdain.

“One was a necklace, though I have never discovered its true purpose. There is a chance it allowed him to… cheat death. In my time, his followers have gone to great lengths to prepare the world for his return. They have acted in secret for thousands of years, manufacturing wars and famines, plagues and unrest—whatever was needed to pave the way. If… when The Dark One returns, the world won’t be ready for it.”

Barad-Agin didn’t say anything for a time, his thoughts festering inside his fiendish skull. “He always was the best of them,” he eventually said. “His affinity for magic was unlike anything I had ever seen in his kind.”

The king’s choice of words tripped Daijen up, but The Blood-drinker wasn’t finished talking.

“He always had a talent for survival. If any were to cheat death it would be Skara Pendain.” His terrible cluster of eyes shifted dramatically back to the Vahlken. “For all their preparations,” he continued, cutting to the heart of Daijen’s reason for being there, “they wouldn’t be expecting Malliath, I suppose. He was to be your secret weapon.”

“And he still can be—” Daijen was unable to say any more, his jaw cupped painfully in one long hand, his body lifted from the floor by an arm that had no right to be so strong.

“You have a way out,” Barad-Agin stated, his breath a pungent rot. “It must be quite the portal if you intended to leave with Malliath.” His gaze darted left then right, his thoughts crossing the gap from one conclusion to another. “The Amon-Agin did send you here, but not like the others.” He gasped in delight. “They used the Leviathan gate! Clever little ants. They must have as much reason to fear Skara’s return as you do.”

Daijen tried to prise apart the fingers crushing his jaw but they only squeezed all the tighter, his body then slammed into the wall at his back.

“You will tell me where this portal is.”

The Vahlken wasn’t entirely sure how The Hollow King expected him to answer, his mouth contorted out of shape. Then he saw it. The new mushroom growing out of the wall, birthed by a pale and spotted vine that snaked amongst the rest. The bulbous head burst beside his face, spilling orange spores into the already yellow mist.

Barad-Agin twisted Daijen’s jaw, forcing him to breathe it in. “Yes,” he uttered, dragging the word out. “Breathe deep. You will tell me everything.”

Daijen was sure he was drowning, slipping into an abyss that welcomed him with a choking embrace until all was darkness.


60
THE TRUTH IS IRRELEVANT


For the longest time, Morgwyn said nothing to Joran, making no attempt to communicate across their bond with either word or emotion. It almost broke him, and seeing the dragon had already been enough of a gut punch to make him question everything. The young Rider had finally tuned in to the heated exchange when talk of burning cities left Kassanda’s lips.

Baelon’s response spoke of control and authority over the matter, yet Joran had seen the cracks. The Dragonlord was displeased, a fact that did not bode well for Vander.

Joran, however, feared that Baelon was more upset because one of his Riders had taken measures outside of his commands, rather than the horrifying news that cities and towns had been destroyed.

It left Joran standing there, a man torn in half. Morgwyn regained his full attention, a compass he had somehow survived without most of his life. That was not the case anymore—he needed his companion.

It was then that he heard that intrusive song, its tune carried on the breeze of their bond. Morgwyn was humming the melody that seemed all their own. Joran began to hum along, picking it up perfectly in time with the dragon.

“You didn’t come here for peace, Baelon,” Androma stated bluntly, grounding Joran. “You came for war.” She struck the earth with The Green Leaf’s staff. “So a war you’ll get.”

The four companions turned and walked away.

Killing thousands of people won’t end the war, Morgwyn finally said, repeating his—now poignant—words from their last time together. It will only spark a war without end.

Joran had argued that he wouldn’t let it come to that, yet there he stood, utterly powerless to stop the inevitable bloodshed.

Unwavering valour, Morgwyn declared proudly. Unyielding honour. Unending sacrifice.

Their bond narrowed to absolute silence.

How desolate the world then became, leaving Joran alone with his weathered convictions, his skin barely aware of the snow that blasted across his face.

The world came back to him, carried on the voice of a ranger. “Come with us,” Cob offered, the only one to have to turned back.

Joran was truly on the verge of doing just that, his eyes shifting repeatedly from the ranger to Morgwyn in the distance.

While Gallien hadn’t been a shining model of right and wrong during their years together, the smuggler had—quite ironically—possessed an undeniable ability to distinguish good from evil, a cord of purity he had passed on to Joran.

It fogged the way forward. Being with Morgwyn felt right, but that didn’t mean staying with Baelon felt wrong. Yet, all the while, something of that cord that lived in Joran told him a matter of good and evil was at hand. The truth of it eluded him, hidden behind a web of rights and wrongs, good and evil and all beneath the crushing weight of destiny.

A time of dragons.

Baelon was the shortest path to that future. It was all the conviction he had left.

“Joran.” The Dragonlord’s tone was clipped, absolute—he was not to be questioned.

Joran flashed Cob a last expression that spoke of apology and even a hint of shame. Joran knew well that Cob had spent many years searching for him, along with Aphrandhor and Androma, as well as putting his life on the line trying to get him to Drakanan, where he might fulfil his destiny. The very thing that now pitted them against each other.

Doing his best to keep his chin up, Joran followed behind Baelon. He felt the tug on his tanned cloak, picked up by the wind, towards the city, as if nature itself wished for him to reunite with Morgwyn.

Still, he continued the trek across the cold plains, every step taking him further away from his eternal companion. Only when he was returned to Oaken’s side did he get a clear view of the approaching army.

A procession of bristling steel, they relentlessly advanced on Valgala, their promise of victory assured so long as they marched beneath those red wings.

Oaken made a low and resonating squawk before lowering his horned head to Joran’s level. He ran one hand over the black feathers, as his mother had once done. What would Ilithranda have done in his position? He knew enough of her history to guess. She had forsaken duty and the Vahlken’s secret war with the Skaramangians in favour of love. Ruled by that powerful emotion, she would have been happy, at last, with Edris and their baby boy. Should he then choose Morgwyn? That would have been the easy answer.

What had Baelon said?

“You must face the world for what it is: a multitude of near-indistinguishable greys.”

Life was more complicated than choosing one thing over another or simply following one’s heart. Both his and Morgwyn’s understanding of duty, if not destiny itself, was maligned. He wouldn’t just be choosing the dragon, whom he longed to be with, he would be choosing to oppose Baelon and his vision for the world.

The ground began to rattle beneath his boots, the earth trembling now. Joran regarded the army in the west again, where Vander led them like a herald of Death.

Joran steadied himself, searching deep for that sense of resolve that had pulled him through a lifetime of surviving on the move beside Gallien. It only reinforced the profound sense of self he had developed since becoming a Dragon Rider. As always, he had to believe he was right where he was supposed to be.

That meant he was still perfectly placed to keep his word to Morgwyn and keep Baelon from going to war.

He just needed to draw the line.
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It was chaos in Joran’s eyes. The army had come to a halt a mile out from Valgala’s walls and immediately fanned out across the snowy plains. The battalions, if that’s what they were, burst apart like sacks of rats, their numbers dispersing wildly before various captains barked orders. As they formed up once more, Joran caught sight of the almighty ladders that had been hidden within the swell, including a handful of mobile ballistae and huge coils of rope.

Orders from Baelon saw the dragons take up positions along the flanks, offering the army a clear view of Erador’s capital city. It also granted Herragax the space to land in front of their forces, her bat-like wings flexing wide as her back legs touched down first. It was quite the regal entrance, reminding Joran that Vander and Herragax had lived like rulers for the last seventeen years.

That was about to change.

Baelon Vos stood before the red dragon as a sentinel of power, his black cloak whipping about him. Outwardly, the Dragonlord had the appearance of a patient man, but everything Joran had observed of their time together informed him that Baelon was all rage on the inside.

Vander descended from his saddle, sparing a glance at the front line, where so many of his men watched him in awe. His swagger was that of a victorious king, his grin that of a satiated beast. He quickly adopted a more rigid demeanour once he realised he was caught in the gaze of the Dragonlord.

Joran moved closer, joining his fellow Riders who had gathered behind Baelon. Gondrith had a sour look on his bruised face, yet to be content in Joran’s presence since he had beaten him so badly. The young Rider ignored him and focused on Vander’s approach, eager to find the right time to talk to Baelon—before it was too late.

Vander cleared his throat. “Dragonlord,” he said, bowing his head.

Baelon said nothing.

Vander visibly swallowed, hesitating. He then genuflected, as if his knee had given out under the pressure of the Dragonlord’s intense gaze. On one knee and head bowed now, the Rider could do naught but wait in the sight of his men.

“Whom do you serve?” Baelon asked, his rich voice deep and commanding.

Vander licked his lips. “I serve the Dragonlord.”

“Whom do these men serve?”

Vander paused, perhaps sensing a deeper root of displeasure from his master. “They serve the Dragonlord.”

“And now they know that,” Baelon replied coolly.

Then he snapped.

Keeping Vander on his knees, the Dragonlord affixed one gloved hand to his throat and squeezed. The Rider squirmed, grabbing at the hand choking the life out of him, but Baelon did not yield.

Herragax snorted, her long neck coiling to bring her mighty head to bear over the Dragonlord. There was any number of ways she could kill him, and all so swift as to be unstoppable, yet stopped she was, and by no more than a look from Baelon Vos. Growling, the dragon retracted her head and closed her powerful jaws.

His skin flushed pink and eyes bulging, Vander’s hands scrambled along Baelon’s forearm, never quite daring to actually fight back lest he suffer something worse.

“My commands were simple, were they not? Rouse the men, and march them to Valgala. I don’t recall telling you to burn civilisation in your wake. How are we supposed to make a better world if everything’s on fire? Cretin!” he fumed, shoving the blond Rider into the snow.

Caught between choking and gasping for air, Vander was slow to recover, further igniting Baelon’s ire.

“Get up!” he roared, forcing Vander to rise too quickly and trip over his cloak.

Baelon sneered and launched a boot directly into his ribs, kicking Vander aside. Without another thought, the Dragonlord moved past him to address the masses, all of whom had become cautiously still as they watched the spectacle.

“My name is Baelon Vos!” he began, his voice booming thanks to a touch of magic. “You will refer to me as Dragonlord! After our successful conquest here, you will know me as your king! It is with my authority that you will bring Erador to heel! I only ask that you fight with unwavering conviction. In return, I will see us all reap the rewards of unending victory!”

A deafening cheer exploded from the lips of every man, their fists and weapons held high.

Joran was still trying to get past the word king. He had, of course, envisioned the future for himself after his many talks with Baelon, but never had he considered the details surrounding the throne itself. Baelon would be king. It jarred with all that he had absorbed from Icerys’s memories and her understanding of the role dragons and Riders were intended to play within the realm of politics. They weren’t meant to rule.

Baelon turned back to the Riders and commanded that they organise the army for imminent invasion. Joran shrugged off his inherited feelings and navigated the dispersing group to reach the Dragonlord’s side—now might be his only opportunity.

“Master,” he called, striding to catch up.

“Joran, I want you to stay with Garek. Watch what he does—learn from him.”

“We’re not really doing this,” Joran blurted, an ounce of unwelcome authority in his voice.

Baelon stopped walking away and turned to face him. “Not really doing what?”

“We’re not actually laying siege to Valgala. This is just staging and positioning and… leveraging.”

“While all of those things have a role to play within the theatre of war, they are of no use when plied against a foe so stubborn as ours. King Edris will not give up his crown willingly, and the Kedradi are too entrenched to walk away now. Invasion was always inevitable, Joran.” Baelon paused before moving off, his critical gaze assessing the young Rider. “You are without a sword. Were these normal times, we would have commissioned the dwarves by now.” The Dragonlord looked back the way he had come, where Vander was just picking himself up. “Vander!” he beckoned.

As quickly as his injuries would allow, the Dragon Rider hurried to stand before his master, head already bowed.

“Joran here is without a weapon.”

Vander looked up just enough to run an eye over Joran, seeing as much. He said nothing.

Baelon tilted his head, a note of impatience about him. “Well, give him yours then.”

Vander finally stood up straight, a bewildered look in his eyes. The silvyr sword on his hip had been with him for two centuries, the weapon every bit a part of him as his armour or scale mail. He was hesitating, his hand yet to reach for the hilt.

“Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear,” Baelon said, with a glance at Vander’s bruised throat. “Give him your sword.”

His breath still a touch ragged, Vander did as he was told and slid the blade from its scabbard. Rather than hand it to Joran, however, he plunged it into the ground between them, a flash of rage distorting his chiselled looks as he regarded the younger Rider.

“Very good,” Baelon said. “See to the men, and await my command.”

Vander bowed his head and departed without a word.

“Take it,” the Dragonlord bade Joran. “You have trained with silvyr; its weight and balance should feel familiar in your grip.”

By the time Joran had claimed the sword and sheathed it on his hip, Baelon was already ten feet away, his confident stride taking him along the front line.

Again, Joran scrambled to catch up and fall in beside him. “Is now the right time to do this?” he questioned. “Erador is still at war with the Andarens. The Skaramangians might find a way to take advantage of this.”

Baelon regarded him with little more than a cursory glance, though his left eye visibly twitched. “The Andarens won’t mind a civil war in the east—they would welcome it. They will see this as a death blow for Erador, weakening the realm and securing the war for them. They won’t interfere. As for the Skaramangians… They’re a problem for another time.”

Joran could feel himself drastically losing control of the situation. “This isn’t what we talked about. You said we would remove the leaders when⁠—”

“When both realms cry out for peace,” Baelon finished, pivoting on the Rider. “I know well my own words, Joran, just as I know that Erador and Andara wail from every corner of the map. And yes, we will remove their cancerous leaders and force upon the land a peace it so desperately craves. This is exactly what we talked about. You just thought there would be more time. Perhaps you should have given more thought as to how we would remove those who stand in our way.”

“There’s a difference between intimidating a king or an emperor and razing an entire city!” Joran argued.

Baelon’s jaw firmed up. “You think I want this?” he growled, one arm sweeping across Valgala.

“Why else would you bring an army?” Joran countered, pushing his boundaries.

“For their security!” Baelon snapped back, pointing at the city. “Removing the king will create unrest, especially amongst the homeguard. They,” he emphasised, pointing at the men from Harendun, “were to ensure a peaceful transition until we could get control of the army returning from the north. That’s no longer a possibility. Kassanda and Garganafan won’t let Valgala go without blood being spilled. And involving the Kedradi,” he added, exasperated. “They have left us with no choice but take the city by force.”

“Why not take control of Erador’s army first?” Joran urged. “We could convince the men of our vision for the future, get them on side, and return to Valgala with a force so large the Kedradi would retreat, and the king would voluntarily step aside. Erador would be united without a single drop of blood. Then we would be in a strong position to begin talks with Andara.”

Baelon just looked at him for a moment, a shade of despair behind the iron curtain that formed his usual expression. “You are young, so I will attribute your naivety to the inexperience of youth. In time, when you have centuries behind you, you will come to understand how absurd your perspective is right now.”

Joran took the verbal blow and ploughed on. “If we go through with this, people will die. Not the homeguard, not the soldiers or the Kedradi. People. How are we going to rule anyone when everyone despises us for killing their loved ones? The whole realm will rally against us if we don’t do this right. That will only lead to more sieges, more death. We will be the enemy.”

“That’s your youth talking again,” Baelon replied patronisingly. “Yes, the survivors might abhor us. The generation after that might hate us as well. But the generation after that and after that? Time, peace, prosperity,” he said, flexing a finger with every word. “That cord of three will water down the animosity, leaving us to rewrite history and create an armistice that brings all of Verda together.”

Joran envisioned the sea of blood that supported that future. “But the cost…”

“Peace is never free,” the Dragonlord told him. “Never. If you can’t stomach the cost, then maybe it isn’t your destiny to bring about a time of dragons after all.”

Baelon began to walk away, his dark coat trailing in his wake.

Joran was left feeling on the precipice of a bottomless cliff, his violet gaze frenzied as he scoured for a response. “He’s my father,” he spouted, his voice lost to the wind. “He’s my father!” he said again, stopping Baelon in his tracks.

The Dragonlord’s eyes narrowed on the young Rider, his steps swift and few before he was, once again, standing in front of Joran. “Who is your father?” he demanded, voice low and threatening.

Something of Morgwyn bolstered Joran’s resolve and saw him stand firm against Baelon’s intimidating stance. “King Edris is my father,” he said clearly.

Baelon’s bold demeanour faltered. “Impossible.”

“He met my mother during his years as a soldier. He told me himself. I am his son.”

The Dragonlord’s focus seemed to burst at the seams, his eyes flitting one way then the next. “You’re the… prince of Erador,” he muttered. “You should not have kept this from me.” His tone had returned to steel. “You lied to me,” he scolded, a finger pressing into the young Rider’s cuirass. “You lied!”

“I can’t kill him,” Joran said simply, reminding himself that he was a Dragon Rider, a warrior that stood by their code and never backed off.

“You won’t have to,” Baelon snapped. “I will kill him.”

“I can’t let you kill my father,” Joran retorted, trying again.

“You don’t let me do anything!” Baelon seethed. “I am the Dragonlord. You do as I command.”

A cold wind blew between them, though it did nothing to sweep aside the tension that now bonded the two men.

“This changes nothing,” Baelon eventually proclaimed, his voice shaking with muted rage. “If he told you himself, then you only learned he was your father recently, before Nareene. You’ve spent more time with those boots than with him,” he added, glancing at his feet. “He means nothing to you. Furthermore, you are a Pendain—you said it yourself.” The Dragonlord took a breath and composed himself. “One way or another, Joran, the House of Etragon ends today. Let that be the last time you ever lie to me.”

“I just⁠—”

Baelon held up a hand, cutting him off. “Now is the time to focus. Look out there, look at those faces. Among them, somewhere, there might stand a man waiting to be inspired, to rise above the rest and prove their heart is that of a dragon’s. Prepare yourself to inspire. That is all.”

Baelon Vos turned his back on the Rider and strode away, his fists clenched.
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THE BEGINNING OF THE END


Seated among crates of supplies, Skara had journeyed through The Spine of Erador in relative comfort, the walls and roof of the carriage sheltering him from the fierce winds and relentless snow. The same could not be said of everyone. The weaker amongst Vander’s army had perished in the mountain pass, whether they dropped to the ground, robbed of all heat and energy, or simply didn’t wake up after a blisteringly cold night.

Skara had kept to himself, his hands always busy. There had been little of interest to The Dark One in Caster Hold or Farnfoss, but Thedaria had several apothecaries and herbalists, and all abandoned in the siege. With a good deal of ingredients and several vials of blood taken from those dying in the streets, his alchemical arsenal was coming along.

He had failed, however, to concoct any elixir that might help him to sleep. Day and night his right arm irritated him, itching and pinching as the red scales steadily expanded. He could feel them on his back now, converting his flesh to dragon armour.

Helpless to halt the spread, Skara often spent his long nights slipping into ancient memory. He looked through the eyes he had been born with, revisiting his time as The Pendain, when there was only war and the threat of Barad-Agin. How much more had he accomplished than the wretch, yet it would forever claw at the inside of his skull to know that Barad-Agin had been the first to master magic.

More so, The Deceiver had an affinity for magic unlike any other. Skara knew he hadn’t defeated his old master with new or more powerful magic. He had simply used the magic imparted to him in a different and unexpected way. Barad-Agin alone seemed to be the only one who could create magic, as if he had been birthing new spells as much as he had been discovering them.

It was a shadow The Dark One feared he would never overcome.

Unless…

Many a night he had been kept awake by the mere wonderment of what Barad-Agin had locked away from the world. What if he knew of spells that could rewrite the language between worlds? It would explain how he had invented so many spells to begin with. With that kind of power, Skara knew he could control the spread of dragon scales, and that would be the tip of the iceberg.

The Dark One had spent many an early morning, before seeing to his alchemical preparations, sketching in the light. By the time they had emerged east of The Spine, he possessed a small stack of parchment, each one depicting Dragon Foe. The sword was lost to time, but the same had been said of him…

The carriage came to an abrupt stop, and a number of hollering cries went up across the ranks. They had finally arrived at Valgala.

Gloving his red hand, Skara jumped out of the back of the carriage to a flurry of activity. With his hood down, he turned his face to the pale clouds and felt the touch of snow kiss his skin. He hadn’t shaved for days, and so the flakes caught in his stubble. He disliked the hair on his jaw, the feel of it reminding him all too much of Gallien Drakalis, though he had been sure to keep his blond hair tied into a knot and the sides razored, just as he had eons past.

Rounding the carriage, he looked upon the high white walls of Valgala. It seemed a suitable place from which he might rule the world. Of course, much of it would need rebuilding after the day’s events.

The scrambling army eventually slowed to a complete halt, their attention leading Skara to the front line. Raising his hood, Skara Pendain watched Baelon Vos take Vander by the throat. A swift and effective power move, he thought. The Dragonlord knew what he was doing, his every step seemingly calculated. A slight quirk pinched the corner of Skara’s mouth—what a delightfully fun challenge he would be. It would make Baelon’s fall all the sweeter.

Continuing to observe from afar, Skara noted the lashings of rage that tore through Herragax. He would have lingered there, dwelling in her emotions where he could best manipulate the dragon, except one of the Riders hurried to catch up with Baelon as he strode away.

The Dark One stopped in his tracks, yet his heart only quickened.

Joran.

How different he looked now. His armour and cloak helped to fill him out, lending him the silhouette of a warrior where he had once presented as no more than a gangly adolescent. Indeed, his Vahlken inheritance appeared to have made itself known, the mutations likely brought on by intense stress. He looked strong, capable, assured even.

And how at ease he was with his Andaren hair, pointed ears, and violet eyes on display. Those features had been weaknesses for most of his life, revealing him to be something else among the humans, despite his pink skin speaking to his Eradoran heritage.

Skara knew what he was feeling in that moment was pride.

And he hated it.

The Dark One could feel his reality pulling apart, threatening to deposit him in some humdrum memory that belonged to Gallien Drakalis. He, instead, tried to focus on one of his actual sons, who had all perished eons past. His love for them had been real, born of his heart, the same heart that had been caged while he walked the earth as the half-witted smuggler. What he felt for Joran was naught but a shade of real love.

And yet he felt it all the same.

“Govhul, Ahnir, Meliax, Yohem.” He uttered their ancient names in the confines of his hood, a mantra almost. Even their namesakes, the Golems of his living grimoire, should mean more to him than some half-blooded pup.

As his reality began to shudder, Skara clenched his dragon hand and reached out to Herragax. Their bond, however slanted, granted him just enough power to fall on the dragon’s stalwart memory. It rooted him, settling the horizon and keeping him in those frozen plains.

He despised his need of the red dragon while relishing in her need of him. That particular weapon was almost sharp enough.

Looking at Joran again, he was pleased to discover that he felt nothing for him now, the moment having passed. The young Rider was more a complication than anything else. A time of dragons didn’t align with the future Skara had in mind for Verda.

They’ve had their time.

He would use them until he no longer required them. On that glorious day, he would take great pleasure in extinguishing their light in the world.

Fortunately, Joran was a mere seventeen years old and, apparently, without his dragon. Were he to be cut down now, it would cleave him from his destiny and keep the dragon population at a manageable number.

If only the boy was struck down in battle…

The Dark One turned his sights on Herragax, who remained apart from the other dragons—those she hadn’t seen since conquering Harendun. She felt disconnected from them, shunned even, because of Vander’s public berating. It reflected poorly on her, the one who had claimed victory over Harendun, burned Caster Hold to the ground, and subdued Thedaria. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right.

Her emotions were turbulent, slithering around in the back of Skara’s mind. She was furious with Baelon, embarrassed by Vander’s pathetic degree of submission, and her blood boiled at the sight of Joran, who now wielded her Rider’s sword.

All that rage needed direction.

His belt laden with potions, elixirs, and exotic concoctions, The Dark One navigated the battalions, enormous ladders, and mobile ballistae, making his way to the front line. Quite purposefully, he stepped out in front of Baelon Vos, revealing to the Dragonlord naught but the sharp smile beneath the rim of his hood.

“I see you take your title quite literally,” Baelon said.

Skara raised his head so their eyes could meet. “Why has the siege not begun?” he demanded.

“It will begin when I say it begins.”

The Dark One narrowed his eyes. “As your advisor, I advise you to begin immediately.”

“I thought you were to be my monster,” Baelon countered.

Skara almost chuckled. “I’m more than happy to get this party started, if it would please the Dragonlord.”

“You will take no part in this,” Baelon replied firmly, nodding at Valgala.

“I’ve fought in more battles than you’ve had hot meals,” Skara felt obliged to point out.

“Your knowledge of magic is essential to our bargain. I will not needlessly risk that knowledge—we have enough to take the city without you.”

“Our bargain requires you to listen to me,” Skara reminded him. “The longer you give them to properly assess our forces only increases the odds of effective resistance. Attack now.”

Baelon nodded along patronisingly. “I have listened. Now I shall take what you owe.” His gloved hand came up, his fingers flexed expectantly.

In a display of mock submission, The Dark One bowed his head and stepped forwards, one hand reaching out as if to place something in the Dragonlord’s open palm. The axe materialised in thin air within Skara’s grip, if only for a second, before he relinquished it to Baelon.

There was a recognition of power reflected in Baelon’s eyes. For a time, he could only marvel at the weapon, taking in its sleek design and accents of copper and gold. Without warning, he then threw the axe with one hand, launching it twenty feet away until the blade plunged into the ground. Testing it, he closed his grip.

His expression was that of deep satisfaction, the axe having ported to his hand at the speed of thought.

“And the other,” he commanded looking at the vambrace on Skara’s forearm.

“This one stays with me. For now.”

Baelon looked to be on the verge of arguing when they were interrupted by the indignant tone of a young man.

“What is that?” Joran blurted, his eyes wide and glassy as he emerged at Baelon’s side. “I know that axe…” His head slowly turned to regard the black-clad figure who had been conversing with his master.

The Dark One pushed back his hood with both hands and offered the boy a bright and lying smile. “Well met, Joran. We never did get the chance to greet each other on Nareene. That business with the wizard was ghastly, I know. Old habits,” he said with a shrug, and beaming all the more. “I am glad we find ourselves on the same side.”

Joran was speechless. He could only stare at the man who looked exactly like his adoptive father.

When that most paralysing shock finally shattered, Joran reached for the sword on his belt. The blade flashed no more than an inch before the Dragonlord slapped an unyielding hand on the Rider’s arm, preventing him from lifting the weapon any further. That didn’t stop Joran from starting forward, abandoning the sword in favour of attacking Skara with his bare hands. Baelon came down hard on his shoulder this time and yanked him back by the edge of one pauldron.

“Stop.” The Dragonlord’s voice was about as low and full of authority as it could be. He then placed himself directly in front of Joran, blocking the young Rider’s view of The Dark One.

“Why is he here?” Joran spat, outraged.

“Not every alliance is preferable, but they are necessary.”

“He is the enemy!”

Again, Baelon used a hand to stop Joran from getting past him. “You will control yourself.”

“He’s The Dark One!” Joran growled. “How long has he been your ally?”

“You do not demand answers of me,” the Dragonlord told him. “I alone determine our course.”

There it was. A statement that offered Skara the perfect moment to undermine the man, and under the watchful gaze of Herragax in the distance.

“Where are you going?” Baelon snapped.

The Dark One was already ten feet away and making for Valgala’s western gate. “To be the monster,” he called back.

“Skara!” Twice more did the Dragonlord bark his name, and twice more was he ignored.

Sensing his intentions, Herragax’s approval was a rush in his veins, the dragon watching him with anticipation. Calls went out across Baelon’s army, signalled by the Dragonlord himself—they were readying to invade.

A hail of arrows, perhaps a dozen or more, rained down before The Dark One as if to bar his way. And so there he stopped, deciding he was close enough anyway. Working in tandem, his fingers began to trace the same runes he whispered from his lips. Combined with his indomitable will, nature was wrought where the veil between worlds was lessened.

Skara relaxed his arms and took a breath. He embraced his true self and spoke into every shadow of Valgala.

“You should be running,” he began, his voice issuing from every darkened corner or shadowed cloak, as if he was inside their homes or standing behind them. “Yet here you stand, almost eager to taste the bitter ashes of death, to feel the agonising heat of dragon’s fire. I want you to know, not one of you will die in vain this day. No… Valgala must burn bright, a beacon of suffering for all else—an example to the eyes and ears of Verda. So you see, your sacrifice will save thousands, a shining city of torment that will have all of Verda lay down their weapons and bend the knee.” Skara gave a genuine smile and removed one of the bulbous vials from his belt. “Let us begin.”


62
VALGALA BLEEDS


Cob was pressed against the cold stone of Valgala’s ramparts, his knuckles pale where he gripped the edge of the wall. How strange it was, to hear the voice of your most ancient enemy and recognise the familiar notes of a friend. The cadence was off though, burdened with malevolence. Gallien Drakalis was truly gone.

Good.

It would make cleaving his head off that much easier.

“What’s he doin’?” Yamnomora asked.

The ranger peered over the wall, trying to make sense of The Dark One’s actions through the falling snow. He had taken something small from his belt, the object hefted in one hand. Did he mean to throw it? Surely not—an impossible throw.

Of course, the Great Shadow had no need to throw. His arm shot out and the object flew in a straight line, propelled by unseen magic and at a speed no human arm could hope to achieve.

As Cob sucked in the breath he would need to warn those inside the courtyard, the mountainous doors of the western wall were undone. Like thunder, the explosion cracked the air, only it went on to shake the very stone beneath their feet. Those on the wall were knocked down—a better fate than those in the courtyard.

Two dozen Kedradi died instantly, their bodies crushed by a solid compression of air, before a dozen more behind them were torn asunder by a million splinters of wood and twisted shrapnel of wrought iron. Dust, smoke, and debris plumed from Valgala’s gaping wound, and all to the sound of charging death.

Cob picked himself up and looked beyond the wall to see them, thousands of them. Baelon’s men roared as they sprinted across the frozen plains, soon to overtake The Dark One, who remained static, as if preoccupied marvelling at his work.

“Hurelia!” Thedonus bellowed, the large warrior already on his feet.

Cob followed his fearful gaze to the ruins of the courtyard below. His heart immediately launched into his throat, and he forgot about the incoming wave of steel.

“Where is she?” the ranger shouted, grabbing his brother-in-law by the arms. “Where is Hurelia?” He shook the bigger man, his fingers pinching into powerful muscles. “Thedonus! Where is she?”

“She was down there!” he finally answered, snapping out of his shock. “She was down there,” he said again, voice hoarse.

Cob put one hand in the man’s chest, stopping him from descending the stone steps. “No! Co-ordinate your men! I’ll find her! Thedonus!” he barked, stopping him again. “Arrows! Ballistae! Catapults!” The ranger turned his mouth down the wall. “FIRE EVERYTHING!” After shoving the king-consort away from the steps, Cob began descending them two or three at a time.

Funnelled through the devastated entrance, the wind howled, as if dragged into the streets of Valgala. The smoke and dust was dispersed in a series of vortexes and whorls, the debris corkscrewing into every crevice. The floor of the courtyard was littered with bodies and the shattered remains of the western doors, the latter of which had gone on to destroy the statue of an ancient king in the centre. Here and there, the surviving Kedradi were picking themselves up where they weren’t aided by others, with most able to do little more than limp away.

Cob leapt the last few steps and quickly went about searching the corpses for any sign of his sister. Frantically, he moved rubble aside and turned bodies over, his calls competing with the barrage of catapults, ballistae, and the twang of cacophonous arrows.

A heinous roar shook the city, splitting Cob’s attention and turning his eyes to the sky. Hardly a second later and a dragon of violet scales skimmed the top of the wall in a spattering of bricks and crashed into a collection of buildings, a ballista bolt protruding from its side. More dust rose into the air down the street, blocking out the snowfall while doing nothing to block out the resounding screams.

A hand snatched at the ranger’s leg, clawing his attention back to the courtyard. A Kedradi warrior had reached for him amidst the strewn limbs and wreckage, his face streaked with soot and blood. His words were lost to the chaos around them—his final words. Succumbing to his wounds, the man died while still clutching at Cob’s battle skirt.

Cob steeled himself and shouted, “Hurelia!” He caught the attention of a few of the survivors who had found their feet. “You! Find the queen! Find the queen!”

Before they could fan out, every one of his Kedradi kin looked beyond Cob, to the gaping entrance. Scimitars, axes, and daggers of Draven bone were freed from belts. With dread in his gut, the ranger turned from his search to see the worm of bristling steel rushing into the city—a worm made from thousands of men, those lucky enough to have escaped the catapults and arrows.

At least thirty of them made it inside before Captain Hawkins barked orders from above. A sheet of heated sand engulfed the entryway, burning every man from wall to wall. It caused complete anarchy, halting the clamorous charge at speed, crushing those running in just behind the curtain of steaming sand. In the wake of those first thirty men came the foul odour of burnt hair and scorched flesh, added to the melting pot of sweat and gore.

Cob freed his scimitar, the Draven bone dull under the pale sky. It would soon be slick and red with blood.

“Kedradi!” he called back, the men oblivious to his true identity. “With me!”

The opposing numbers were relatively equal, but the Kedradi outmatched Baelon’s thugs by a much-needed margin. The two forces crashed together in the heart of the courtyard, Cob’s scimitar the first to swing and the first to spill enemy blood. Madness followed, brought on by the rage of battle, the hate for one’s foe, and the instinct to survive.

The ranger parried one way while his boot shot out and kicked another back into the swing of a Kedradi’s blade. He then ducked and weaved, curling his weapon left and right to deflect and block any number of wild attacks. His instructors had been quite clear when it came to facing a significant force—defend, defend, defend. Let the enemy exhaust themselves as well as their techniques, allowing Cob to assess them and spot their vulnerabilities.

While these men had lived for nearly two decades under Vander’s supervision, the Dragon Rider had taught them nothing of his order’s ancient ways. They fought like the men they were, their skills confined to what they had learned while under the king’s employ. To that end, they quickly exhausted their repertoire of skills with a sword, their techniques repeated over and over again.

The same could not be said of the Kedradi warriors.

Whether they were a novice or a master in the arts of the Govu Nho, even a basic understanding of the four styles gave them an advantage over Baelon’s men. That advantage was brought to bear.

Cob saw the various openings left by his opponents, most of whom jostled each other, robbing them of precision. The Draven scimitar swept in, carving air and flesh alike, the ranger’s every angle of attack finding the gaps in their armour. His curse drank it in, like a goblet overfilling with red wine.

One of his attackers lunged in with a thrusting blade, its edge glancing off one of his pauldrons, the tooled leather giving way to steel. The ranger groaned with the bite of it, though the pain only drove him to grab the man by the collar of his cuirass and plough his head into his face. Whipped back, nose broken and bleeding, the soldier didn’t even see the dagger of Wither bone before it was plunged into the side of his throat.

Beyond the battle, the rest of Baelon’s army were beginning to clamber over the burned bodies of their dead comrades. The thirty or so they currently faced was about to turn into several thousand, and they didn’t have the defensive force to hold them off, even funnelled through the entrance.

Captain Hawkins bellowed once more from on high. As before, his voice was followed by pitched screaming inside the entrance, only the next vat to be emptied was boiling water, a scolding shower for another dozen men. The instant pain drove them to their hands and knees, where they became further obstacles for those piling in behind them. Those that didn’t pass out or die from their burns were soon trampled into oblivion, adding more obstacles to the opposing force.

“Again!” Captain Hawkins barked.

The third and final vat was tipped over the edge, smothering the next batch of ill-fated soldiers in bubbling animal fat. So agonising was the touch of it, that those subjected to the boiling fat had their breath taken away, seeing them die without a sound.

With yet more corpses added to the pile from wall to wall, those who still dared to enter the city were tripping over bodies, strewn limbs, and even slipping on various liquids. It gave Cob and the Kedradi a fighting chance—a chance to find Hurelia!

Careful to avoid the bodies, the ranger began to slip back, taking every spare moment to search for his sister. She had to be there⁠—

An armoured gauntlet backhanded him across the jaw. Off balance, he then misplaced a single foot and tripped over the leg of a dead Kedradi. From his back, he instinctively raised his Draven scimitar, where he felt the repeatedly jarring blows of steel hacking away. Again and again, Cob blocked the sword coming for his life, his arm weakening with every parry.

He thought to kick out, snapping the man’s leg at the knee, but the soldier was quickly robbed of any leg to kick, the limb cleaved by the powerful swing of a battle-axe. Yamnomora had chopped through everything above the man’s knee and even went on to slice into his other leg. Sent to the courtyard stone, blunt thigh streaming blood, the enemy could only scream as that same axe thundered down, right through the middle of his head.

Yamnomora left her battle-axe buried in the stone a moment longer. “Where ye go, we go.”

Cob followed the dwarf’s nodding head just in time to see Androma leap from the same steps he had. Her silvyr blade came down and round in a devastating arc, slicing through a man’s skull before she had even touched the ground. A swift backswing cut neatly though another soldier’s torso like his cuirass wasn’t even there. Pivoting like a dancer many decades her junior, Androma brought The Green Leaf’s staff around and clubbed one of traitors before he could gut a wounded Kedradi.

That same staff then supported her entire weight, if briefly, as the old Rider skipped into the air and ran across two invading soldiers, her planting feet forcing each man back and putting them directly in line with her sweeping sword.

“On yer feet!” Yamnomora yanked her battle-axe from the bloody stone and barrelled into the fray.

“I need to find Hurelia!” Cob yelled, his scimitar rolling to deflect a thrusting jab.

The soldier came at him again, a wild snarl on his face as he let his inner-most demons have their way with him. The ranger batted his blade away and threw an elbow into his left eye socket, a mere prelude to the double-handed swing of his scimitar.

Androma dropped to one knee and drove her silvyr blade through her opponent’s gut, severing his spine. With the man collapsed over her shoulder, the old Rider held her ground for a moment, head tilted to one side.

“Cob! She’s over there!”

The ranger ducked under a sword and buried his own in the man’s midriff before following Androma’s directions. He angled his blade so the soldier slid from the edge and dashed towards the back of the courtyard. Among the millions of shards ejected from the doors were several splinters as wide as any tree. Partially concealed beneath one such beam, spattered with debris, was the Kedradi queen.

Cob shifted everything aside until he was able to pick his sister up. Her eyes fluttered open, struggling to focus on him. The ranger was flooded with relief—she was alive and, by the looks of her, she had avoided major injury.

A torrent of wind buffeted the air above them, heralding the wall of fire that ran along the ramparts. Cob looked up in time to see the blue dragon bank away from the city, its fiery message delivered to at least twenty men atop the defences. Garganafan followed in pursuit, spearing after his blue kin with a roar so terrible it made the stone tremble.

There was yet more activity behind the ranger, who turned to see a fresh wave of Kedradi warriors closing in on the courtyard. Between them was the same peculiar war machine he had spotted on the journey north, its guts made from cogs, barrels, some kind of levering system, and a single hand pump at the rear. Leading the way was its long and rigid hose, the end of which had been fashioned into the head of a dragon, its open maw that of the nozzle.

Thedonus appeared directly above the entrance, his booming voice aimed at the courtyard. “Kedradi! Fall back! Fall back!”

Androma and Yamnomora joined them, stepping as quickly as they could over the corpses and joining Cob by the side of the street.

“What is that?” the dwarf exclaimed.

Hurelia stirred in her brother’s arms. “We brought fire of our own.”

As the last of the Kedradi rushed behind the war machine and the western entrance filled once more with invaders, the technician at the back of the contraption began working the hand pump, billowing air inside, while another used a lever to guide the hose. A piston hissed, lending a menacing effect to the dragon head that encompassed the nozzle.

It spat at first, issuing a brief jet of what looked to be dirty water. Then the liquid caught fire.

The flames reflected in Cob’s wide eyes. He could hardly believe what he was seeing. The hose moved from left to right and back again, engulfing the courtyard in fire. Through the roar of the contraption and hungry flames, the dying screams of men pierced the air. The smell of kindled hair only increased thereafter and mixed with the acrid stink of smouldering flesh. Those that survived long enough only suffered all the more as their bodies began to cook inside their roasting armour.

It was enough to halt any further invasion via the western gates.

“Ladders!” Captain Hawkins cried from the ramparts.

Hurelia shuffled out of Cob’s arms and stood on her own feet, if only for a moment. The ranger managed to catch her before she staggered and fell over.

“I’m fine,” she insisted.

“You’re not fine.” Cob turned back to the sound of padding feet.

Drogals. Lots of Drogals.

The lizards and their riders swept over the buildings and through the streets like a wave of red retribution. Their captain brought his mount to a stop at the sight of his queen.

“Take her!” Cob commanded of him, ushering his sister forwards. “Get her back behind the palace fortifications!”

The Kedradi captain didn’t budge.

“They don’t take orders from you,” Hurelia said, straightening up, her scimitar freed. “To the walls!” she shouted, pointing her blade at the ramparts.

Without delay, the Drogal riders scaled every obstacle until they were atop the ramparts, with some even being so bold as to descend the other side and face the enemy on the plains.

“You shouldn’t be here!” Cob issued furiously, noting the technicians resetting the flamethrower with what appeared to be some kind of resin.

“I am exactly where I am supposed to be,” Hurelia replied vehemently. “Are you?” she challenged. “He’s here, Valarius. Find him. For Aurelian.”

Without looking back, the queen jogged towards the steps, there to join her people on the ramparts. Her rallying cry swept up dozens in her wake, taking more swords into the fight. Hurelia was a beacon—that much the ranger could see. His need to protect her was trivial compared to the Kedradi, who needed to be led by her.

“I take it ye didn’ win,” Yamnomora commented, watching the queen disappear.

“Come on!” Cob groaned, making for the steps as well.

Chaos reigned on the western walls of Valgala. Ballistae—both Eradoran and Kedradi—launched bolt after bolt and always at the sky, the silvyr-tipped missiles crossing each other’s path over the plains and the city. The dragons tried repeatedly to penetrate that layer, as the violet one had, but it seemed none were keen to join that same dragon, who still lay amidst the rubble with a bolt in its side.

Then there was Garganafan, who hounded them at every turn when he, himself, wasn’t being attacked. Between them, they lit up the sky with fire and, occasionally, added blood to the snow fall.

The catapults were still propelling their heaving loads, taking shots at the men charging from the back of Baelon’s forces. Those particular war machines would soon be spent, unable to target anything so close to the walls.

Many of the remaining archers had already abandoned their bows in favour of their swords. Thedonus could be heard growling orders for them to keep firing and spread their numbers to the south, where their arrows might chase the scattering mass below. It was too late, of course, with ladders going up further south and no one to stop the men reaching the top.

The Drogals and their riders only added to the violent anarchy, the boisterous lizards barging their way through, tails whipping and jaws snapping. They did, however, make for larger targets. The enemy’s ballistae hurled bolts of their own at the wall, one of which impaled the Drogal right in front of Cob, yanking it off the wall and back into the city with its screaming rider.

The ranger fought his way to the nearest ladder, his scimitar flowing as easily as the blood did with his every strike. Behind him, Yamnomora was laughing heartily, her weighty battle-axe taking a life with every swing.

Cob skewered one man and booted another from the wall, noting Androma’s exhaustion as he did. The old Rider was already looking fatigued, her age catching up with her. She was evading more than she was attacking, though her every blow was delivered with practiced and deadly proficiency.

The ranger felt a rough hand grab him by the cloak and drag him back, towards the outer wall. He turned at speed and drove his blade up into the soldier’s jaw, sending him tumbling from the ladder. Try as he might, Cob couldn’t displace that same ladder while so much weight was pressing against it. With a battlecry, Yamnomora charged into it, her axe held horizontally. Together, they were able to cast the ladder back, the man at the very top making a daring leap to the ramparts. He didn’t even rise from his landing before Thedonus bore him down beneath his terrifying hammer-axe.

For the one solitary second that existed between them, Thedonus gave Cob a simple nod, a thank you for finding Hurelia. Then the big man was gone, his powerful arms forging a path south along the ramparts.

With Yamnomora by his side, the ranger fought his way back to Androma. “We need to find Skara!” he yelled over the tumult. “Can you locate him?”

The old Rider whipped the bottom of her staff up, lifting a man to his toes as it cracked between his legs. Doubled over, he then received a second blow to the back of the head before Androma went on to backhand another and run her blade down his spine.

“Not in all this!” she finally replied. “There’s too much!”

Yamnomora flipped one of the soldiers over her head, sending him over the wall and into the courtyard of flaming bodies. “I say we leave this lot to the fun!” She swung her battle-axe and brought down another foe. “We’ve a hunt to be gettin’ on with!”

It was a crushing thought to leave his people and those of Valgala to face the traitorous army. He was a good fighter—all three of them were. But there was a monster to be slain.

Cob hefted his scimitar of Draven bone and looked to Androma. “Lead the way.”


63
A DUEL OF DRAGONS


To the hammering of ravenous war drums, Baelon’s army charged towards the western gate, now a smoking hole where The Dark One had pierced Valgala’s side. Tempting as it was to intervene, Kassanda and Garganafan kept out of it—their battle was to be elsewhere.

As one, nine dragons left the western plains and made for the capital.

Here we go. Kassanda felt her words pass through Garganafan to find Morgwyn. Keep the bond open, she added, wanting the three of them to stay in communication at all times.

Garganafan tilted his head to lay a single eye on Morgwyn flying beside them. Do not stray from us, young one. On your own they will best you, but together we can blindside them.

Morgwyn glided in behind Garganafan’s right wing, like a dog running alongside a shire horse. Icerys the Serpent Slayer fought in many battles, he said proudly. She guides me this day.

Ballista bolts began spearing the air just as instructed, their crews slick with practice. The dragons were forced to disperse, scattering themselves across the wall while never quite able to descend within reach of their fiery breath.

Among the nine was a tenth flier, only it was no dragon at all. Oaken banked hard to avoid one of the bolts, though it looked to have just clipped the feathers at the end of one wing. Still the Aegre flew on, darting and diving to avoid death by silvyr-tipped bolts.

What do we do if he attacks the city? Garganafan asked. In truth, the dragon was trying to mentally prepare her to face Joran in combat.

If he attacks anyone, Morgwyn answered instead, I will deal with him myself.

Kassanda looked over her shoulder, where she beheld the dark purple dragon in Garganafan’s wake. While his voice was just as clear as her companion’s, she could feel nothing of Morgwyn’s emotions. She had to imagine he was acutely conflicted, flying into not only his first battle but a battle that pitted him against his own kind as well as his Rider. Regardless, he flew on confident wings, horned head levelled with determination. It seemed he was worthy of his heritage.

To that end, Morgwyn would have to be blind not to see history repeating itself. All this conflict could be traced back to the schism that tore Skara and Malliath apart. It pulled at Kassanda’s heart—it was not the beginning either of them deserved.

It only added more pitch to her fury where Baelon Vos was concerned.

The Dragon Rider hunkered down in her saddle, hands gripped to the horned handles. Let’s give them something else to worry about.

Garganafan bristled with resolve. His great wings flapped just once, gaining them significant altitude, before he dipped his mighty head towards the western wall. His presence alone was enough to disrupt any kind of coordinated attempt to destroy the ballistae or catapults. Even Kalaghan made a sharp turn in the opposite direction.

Making the conscious decision to target Obrin and Melanda first, Garganafan altered his trajectory and began to hound them. Kassanda remembered well her recent run in with the pair, on the cliff tops of The Giant’s Throat. Appearing to them—and Joran—as friends, they soon revealed their allegiance to Baelon and made the bold attempt to kill them while Garganafan was too far away to intervene.

The white dragon bared his many teeth as he closed the gap, eager to share his feelings with those who had threatened his companion. Melanda sensed as much, her flight pattern erratic now. Her violet scales shined here and there as she twisted and turned in a desperate bid to out-pace the larger dragon. Her focus split, she failed to track the ballistae below.

A wet thud cut through the air.

A shrill roar escaped Melanda, and she seemed to hang in the air for a moment, her wings spread in shock. But she was still moving forward—and down. Skimming the top of the wall in a shower of debris, her left wing blew through one of the catapults before her whole body went on to thunder through a pair of houses. There was no telling whether Melanda had survived or not, but it was more likely that Obrin yet lived and was now inside the city.

So pale was the white city, and even more so under tons of snow, that any fire was startlingly obvious—that effect was a tenfold when the fire was issued by a dragon. Kassanda was drawn to the light of it, the flames scorching a portion of the western wall, burning men and war machines alike.

Ithira, Garganafan grumbled, naming the blue dragon.

Ithira was, perhaps, the most agile dragon either of them had ever known. It was likely an advantage of her size, being of smaller stock than most of Baelon’s cadre. It allowed Ithira to coil, corkscrew, and turn back on herself with fluid ease. Her Rider, Raya, had similar attributes, always nimble and strikingly soft on her feet in combat.

Garganafan dived for the city and swept over the rooftops in pursuit of them both. They were immediately accosted by a flurry of ballista bolts originally aimed at the ramparts. A simple lift in his wings elevated them above the missiles, but Morgwyn lacked the strength and size in his wings to do the same.

Kassanda turned back in her saddle, dreading the worst.

Morgwyn was able to corkscrew mid-air and evade one of the three incoming bolts, but the remaining two forced him down, where he had no choice but to meet the ground at a run. At that speed he kicked up dirt and snow alike, his direction taking him along the northern flank of Baelon’s forces.

His sudden appearance was a nightmare made flesh for the charging men, made all the worse when he shoved his horned head into their ranks. There was no battering ram like a dragon’s head at full pelt. Men flew in every direction, their bodies impaled by horns or utterly broken by a mulish skull.

Ending his dash across the plains, Morgwyn turned away from the army and flicked his spiked tail as he launched himself into the sky. That final flourish caught one of the ballistae and flicked it end over end, killing more where it crashed into the earth. Rather than return to Garganafan’s side, the young dragon, saturated with confidence now, turned back around and made a low pass over the army.

No! Garganafan warned, seeing the danger Morgwyn was too inexperienced to interpret.

As Morgwyn unleashed his fiery breath, scoring bright lines through their ranks, Kalaghan was swooping in on an intercept course. The purple dragon had his breath taken away by a single clawed foot that gripped neatly around his torso. His roar was reduced to a strangled shriek, his wings beating uselessly against the uplift.

Kalaghan cleared the army and glided low, dragging Morgwyn across the ground until finally depositing him in a great mound of snow. A last flick of his tail clubbed the young dragon under his snout, knocking him out cold.

It all proved a costly distraction.

Ithira was little more than blur of blue scales, the dragon twisting back on herself and tucking under Garganafan before he could even snap his jaws. It was then that Sharuuq and Nersandi closed in.

Sharuuq was a sly creature of brown scales, a dragon that enjoyed blending in with the terrain before springing his attack. That didn’t mean he wasn’t a blunt and dangerous weapon in an all-out fight. With Haldar astride, Sharuuq rammed into Garganafan’s left front leg, a biting hold around the joint of his wing.

Nersandi was, perhaps, among the most beautiful dragons to have ever lived, her green scales always bright in the sun, evoking thoughts of wonderful summers. The dragon also harboured a cruel streak. Known for toying with her food, Nersandi enjoyed the power play of predator over prey. She had enjoyed inflicting pain on Aila when Baelon had arranged his coup.

With Col-vok in the saddle, the green dragon smashed into Garganafan’s back right leg, her claws driving deep into thigh muscle, splitting the fibres and nerves like a knife through butter. It was their combined attack, however, from two different sides, upon his front and back that truly jarred, damaging his hips and spine. The white dragon was spun around, his orientation flipped, sending his head up towards the sky.

All the while they clawed and snapped their jaws, streaking his porcelain scales with blood.

Kassanda was thrown about, the straps of her harness put to the test while her belt dug hard into her waist. Raking his claws down Sharuuq’s plated chest wasn’t enough to pierce flesh, but Garganafan’s sheer strength was enough to push the brown dragon back, granting him the space to flap his colossal wings.

They shot up, leaving Nersandi to tumble off his back legs while Sharuuq curled around and gave chase. Kassanda reached out for the horned handles and dragged herself up and back into the saddle, her boot tips slotting into the sloping stirrups. A portion of magic was required now, if not to stave off the increasing cold but to combat the rush of air preventing her from taking a breath.

Locked in a vertical climb, Kassanda looked back down. Valgala appeared to have been stabbed in the side, its single biggest defence having given way to The Dark One’s magic, and its insides flooding with enemy forces. The red Drogals had been called into action now, the giant lizards running amok atop the ramparts, but the ballista crews were being slowed down. It provided the invading dragons with opportunities to slip through the net.

We’re needed back at the wall! the Rider urged. We need to be done with these two!

There was so much more to what she said than merely the words themselves. Kassanda was really speaking into that line they didn’t want to cross—to slay immortals. It felt inherently abhorrent.

Garganafan thought of Aila and Maegar.

Kassanda thought of Rhaymion and Androma, the latter forced to suffer life without Maegar.

The dragons and Riders they now faced were the enemy, a position they had all put themselves in. That came with consequences.

Hanun arain el mon arain, Kasandai. Garganafan’s voice was hard, an unyielding force in her very soul.

Your heart is my heart, she replied, unclipping her harness.

Now! the dragon insisted.

Kassanda Grey let go.

Falling along Garganafan’s spine, only inches from the protruding spikes, Kassanda relied on seven hundred years of experience, and damned if that didn’t make her the most dangerous thing in the sky.

Garganafan curled his tail up, concealing her brief descent along his back, only to straighten it and allow her to pass below him at the right moment. Sharuuq didn’t see the Rider until she was a few metres above his snout, a fact that delayed his snarling bite. At the same time, Kassanda tucked her knees up and rolled backwards, over the top of the brown dragon’s head. She flexed and slipped between his horns at plummeting speed where she was then perfectly in line with Haldar.

Bewildered at her abrupt and unorthodox arrival, Haldar managed a gasp before Kassanda slammed into him like one of the ballista bolts. The tethers of his harness snapped immediately, and the two nose-dived towards the frozen plains.

The sky spun in a blur of clouds and the ground below.

Haldar tumbled through open air, limbs flailing, every breath a jagged stab from the fractures lacing his ribs. The wind tore the scream from his throat before it could leave his mouth.

Like a shark rising from the depths, however, Nersandi was rapidly closing the gap beneath them. This was not unforeseen. It was anticipated.

Kassanda reached out and caught Haldar mid-fall, arms locking around him with desperate strength. For one suspended instant, they hung together—weightless, breathless, caught between life and death.

But she wasn’t saving him.

Kassanda’s knees coiled. She planted her boots against Haldar’s chest and rotated, placing him below her.

Then she kicked, her body curving into a hard vault.

Haldar rocketed down into the dragon’s path while she was ensnared by a gust that flung her clear.

Nersandi’s jaws snapped shut around Haldar.

The crunch echoed like thunder across the sky. Blood exploded in the air. A leg tumbled free, spinning end over end before vanishing out of sight.

As strips of Haldar were passing through Nersandi’s gullet, Kassanda was already driving her silvyr blade into the dragon’s back left leg. It saved her from plummeting into open air, but attaching herself to a dragon that wanted to kill her was, perhaps, the worse option.

Then Sharuuq roared with a black rage.

The death of his Rider was like acid on the skin, a pain that could drive one mad and demanded action. The brown dragon had already ceased his pursuit of Garganafan and was spearing through the snow fall towards Nersandi.

I’m coming! Garganafan growled, his gigantic form turning head down as his wings closed in.

Nersandi banked hard to the north and began to level out, a manoeuvre that threatened to dislodge Kassanda’s sword from her thigh. She dared not let go of the hilt—being plastered to the green dragon was her only hope of avoiding the wrath of Sharuuq until Garganafan arrived.

Not wanting to come between Sharuuq and his revenge, Nersandi turned her head and exhaled a single breath of fire, the flames rolling back along one side of her fire-proof body. Kassanda tucked in her head and closed her eyes as the fire passed over, the heat hardly felt at their lofty altitude. Still, the fringes of her tanned cloak were licked by flames, if only momentarily before the sheer cold and wind force extinguished them.

Twice more did the green dragon try the same tactic to be rid of her, along with rotating her back left leg. Kassanda wasn’t going anywhere, unlike Col-vok.

The flames had failed to burn Kassanda but, by the third attempt, they had succeeded in fraying the straps of Col-vok’s saddle. When next Nersandi banked on her wings, the straps around her torso snapped, and the saddle slipped free—along with her Rider.

Col-vok’s yelp was quickly lost to rushing wind, his fall impossible to track.

Sharuuq came into view.

Only when a dragon experienced true and unbridled hate did the veil drop, revealing the savage animal that lived in all of them. Kassanda saw it more often in the wild dragons who refused to live as the order did—those who preferred to embrace the animal.

Nersandi closed in her wings and dived for Col-vok, the combined action enough to shake Kassanda and her blade free. The green dragon descended significantly faster, dropping away and leaving Kassanda to fall in slow motion by comparison.

Sharuuq had her square in his sights, his yellow eyes narrowed with ferocity. He would devour her as Haldar had been devoured.

The sky tore around her.

Kassanda fell like a stone, sword clenched in a hand that barely obeyed. The cold had crawled past her skin, but grit sealed the fractures in her courage like old armour worn thin, lending strength to her limbs. Death didn’t frighten her anymore—but she’d make damn sure Sharuuq remembered the taste of her defiance.

Then the heavens exploded.

A blinding streak of white thundered past her—Garganafan. He hit Sharuuq not like a dragon, but like vengeance summoned by Kaliban. One moment the sky was empty, the next it was wrath and fury. His roar split the clouds. Scales clashed in a shriek of sound, the air around them shattering with the violence of impact.

Teeth found throat.

Kassanda watched, breath locked in her chest, as Garganafan’s jaws crushed down on his rival’s neck. His claws seized Sharuuq’s wing mid-flap, wrenching it out of rhythm as the two titans began to spiral, locked together in a tumbling death-roll. Blood streamed from Garganafan’s maw in dark ribbons, their tails whipping through the clouds like duelling serpents.

Through the bond, she felt it—his panic. Not for the battle. For her.

That flicker of worry cost him momentum, but only for a heartbeat.

With a snarl of pure will, Garganafan released the neck and snapped his head down on the wing joint. Bone crunched beneath his teeth. With a single savage twist, he wrenched the wing in a gout of blood and shrieking wind, showering the sky with gore.

Sharuuq reeled away, broken, flailing.

And still Kassanda fell—toward a dragon who would tear the world apart to catch her.

Sharuuq’s dying roar faded as he shrank away, dropping back to the world like a discarded stone. Kassanda alone witnessed his ultimate death, his body crushed under his own weight as he impacted the empty field below. So did she see Nersandi catch Col-vok in her front claws, though the green dragon was barely able to level out at the last second, striking the ground like a fallen star, her body skidding across the plain. She did not rise.

Garganafan brought his ascent to an end and allowed his body to invert and roll as Kassanda caught up with him. She had only to reach out and pull herself back into the saddle.

Three down, the Rider ticked off, seeing that Melanda had yet to rise with a bolt in her side.

Six to go, Garganafan replied dryly.

Kassanda thought to check on Morgwyn, but the dragon wasn’t dead, and he wasn’t being attacked, which put him in a better position than everyone else.

Leave him, Garganafan said, sensing her concerns. If Baelon wanted him dead Kalaghan would have seen to it. He needs Joran on their side.

More flames were born upon the walls of Valgala, only now they were in the south and arching round to the eastern walls. By the red, blue, and yellow of their scales, it was Herragax, Ithira, and Karsak respectively. They had moved on from the western breach, there to test the defences around the city’s perimeter. Ballista after ballista went up in flames, illuminating the ramparts like great pyres.

That left Kalaghan, Parthagon, and Yillir in the west—Yillir was down. The cream-scaled dragon lay strewn across the ramparts riddled with ballista bolts. There was no sign of Gondrith, a Rider of some four hundred years. If he hadn’t died with Yillir, he would be a man on fire inside those walls, displaying a savagery all of his own.

Kalaghan glided along the western wall with flames pouring out of his mouth. Parthagon fanned the flames with his huge wings, the dragon going on to fly through the burning gap in the city’s defences and land in the streets of Valgala. Huge as he was, he took out the first floor of the buildings either side of him, his wings slicing through the brick and mortar until the roofs caved in.

Landing atop the fiery walls, Kalaghan stood regally upon the burning stone, one foot pressing through the charred remains of a ballista. From his saddle, it seemed Baelon Vos surveyed the siege as a king might look over the battlefield from a distant hillock. The honey-scaled dragon pounced into the city proper, demolishing just as many buildings as Parthagon, including a tower devoted to the Gilded’s worship of Kaliban.

You have to get down there, Garganafan said gravely.

What about the others? Kassanda looked to the three dragons harassing the eastern walls who, with Kalaghan and Parthagon, made up a congregation of five dragons. She thought of the odds and felt a pit open inside her stomach.

I will do what I can to draw all of them away from the city. You need to unleash the zealot.

It was impossible to imagine her companion flying away from that fight.

Garganafan could sense her dread. Unwavering valour, he said, filling their bond with tenacious fortitude. Unyielding honour. Unending sacrifice.

The words burned in Kassanda, daring her to resent them.

Her knuckles paled around the horned handles. “Unending sacrifice…”
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A leaf in a storm. Such was Joran Pendain’s existence. Oaken kept him aloft, gliding on powerful currents, while the Rider’s thoughts congealed in a melting pot.

Gallien…

Whatever he felt for his birth father, the king, or even Baelon for the matter, seeing Gallien again—in the flesh—reminded him that the smuggler was his father. The feelings were all there, along with his grief, piling up behind a wall built by Baelon’s rigorous training, a regime that heaped exhaustion and pain onto his shoulders. Hearing Gallien’s voice again brought the wall tumbling down.

He had no idea what to feel, yet blissful numbness could not avail him. He simply felt everything and all at once.

What hope he dared endure was bitter. Gallien Drakalis was gone. The many nuances, facets, and experiences that made him out of the madness that beset his former personality—Bragen Pendain—was no more than a fossilised layer beneath the mountain of memories that now made him The Dark One.

“Well met, Joran,” he had said, wearing a smile that didn’t look right on Gallien’s face.

The little quirk in his grin as he mentioned his murder of Aphrandhor… No amount of experience was required to know wickedness when it was on display. The man was evil incarnate.

His alliance with Baelon was like a knife to the gut.

How could the Dragonlord have made a deal with the wretch? Skara Pendain was the deepest of scars in their order, his acts so heinously atrocious they had forbidden all but one secret dragon to pass on their memories of him. It had to be the weapons of power he possessed, if not his knowledge of their creation.

More than anything, he just wished he could speak to Morgwyn about it. It seemed only half the world made sense without the dragon’s input, making him wonder how he had ever got through the day without him.

Joran searched in every direction, his sharp eyes desperate to discern Morgwyn in the chaos, but there was no finding him. He feared the worse before reassuring himself that he would know it in his bones if the dragon had… He couldn’t even bring himself to think it, and yet Death had never felt closer, its presence lingering over Valgala as its delicate touch plucked lives with every passing second.

The siege of Valgala was unlike any fight or skirmish he had ever witnessed, the breadth of it reserved for myth alone. Yet there it was, playing out beneath him, a tale from ancient history brought terrifyingly to life.

For all the carnage and death that stretched across the city, the world was quiet to Joran, his pointed ears bombarded with wind while Oaken soared through the snowfall.

He didn’t know where to begin.

Vander’s sword was a weight on his hip. He could feel the expectation that came with that weight. As much as he wanted to free the blade and show the world his skill and innate abilities, the thought of using it to slay a Kedradi warrior or one of the homeguard was nauseating.

Looking to the west, the streets were crowded with Valgala’s inhabitants—families all. Most were exposed to the freezing elements while their homes and businesses burned in the western quarters. It was those same families the Kedradi and homeguard were laying down their lives to protect. How could he spill their blood?

His fellow Riders appeared to be answering that question with relative ease. Herragax, Ithira, and Karsak torched the eastern ramparts while Kalaghan and Parthagon stomped through the streets in the west, advancing on the palace. They were veterans all, soldiers of the highest order, their combined experience greater than the age of many a forest.

And somewhere in there was The Dark One himself. He clearly wanted the throne—why else forge an alliance with Baelon and push for all-out invasion? Baelon, of course, desired the same thing, fating both men to collide in what would surely be a duel of the ages. At their feet, King Edris Etragon would lie dead.

Joran’s hands tightened around the handles of his saddle. He wouldn’t let Skara rob him of another father. Finding him, however, would be near impossible. The same could not be said of Baelon. The Dragonlord would reach the palace soon, making an argument for Joran to be by his side.

That meant entering the fray.

Once he was down there, among the warring factions, there would be no choice—he would have to fight.

“Oaken! Take me down!”

The Aegre squawked and dropped his head, wings closed in. Joran felt the pressure on his every bone when Oaken levelled out again, bringing him within feet of the rooftops in the west.

“Help Garganafan!” he cried, pointing towards the white dragon.

The young Rider then heartily patted the Aegre, a farewell before he dived to one side. He hardly fell, his body rolling down a slanted roof until he dropped off the edge and landed in a crouch amidst the fighting. It wasn’t long ago that such a feat would have broken both of his legs, but he hadn’t the time to dwell on it—he had picked the worst place to enter the battle.

The street ahead was no longer a path, but a tomb in the making. Melanda’s vast, violet form lay collapsed across the narrow avenue, her wings draped lifelessly between buildings as if the city had been built around her. A silvyr-tipped ballista bolt jutted from her ribs, shimmering cruelly in the light, each breath she took a struggle—shallow and pained.

She wasn’t just wounded. She was dying.

And the soldiers of Valgala knew it.

They came in waves—shouting, armoured shapes pouring from alleys and shattered doorways, blades raised, teeth bared. But between them and the dragon stood one man.

Obrin.

The Dragon Rider turned butcher, his sword a streak of silver in the haze. He moved with brutal economy—every swing severed, every motion killed. He fought like a man possessed, like death had promised to wait its turn if only he killed fast enough.

Magic flared in his wake—violent, indiscriminate. A gesture sent fire washing over a cluster of spearmen, their screams swallowed by the roar. Another wave of his hand unleashed a jagged arc of lightning, spearing bodies and tearing stone from the walls. The crackle of energy echoed off the buildings, the city screaming in response.

Those who tried to flank him died confused, never understanding what hit them. Those who reached for Melanda never got close enough. Obrin was a tempest, and the eye of his fury was fixed on the dragon who meant more to him than anything still living.

Blood clung to him like armour—thick, dark, and indistinguishable from his own wounds. He didn’t slow. He didn’t blink. There was no hesitation in him, only purpose sharpened to a razor's edge.

Even the dying weren’t spared. He hunted the crawling, the begging, the broken—cutting them down before they could flee, as if their cowardice were an insult to Melanda’s pain.

And above it all, the wind shifted—carrying with it the scent of scorched flesh and burning steel.

Obrin plunged his sword through a man’s back, a young member of the homeguard only a year or more older than Joran. Having left one of his legs behind, he had been sobbing, crying out for his mother when the Rider ended his life.

Joran’s breath was caught in his throat. He hadn’t known the young man, but he knew goodness when he saw it, and Obrin had just extinguished a bright light in the world.

With an exaggerated sniff, Obrin moved on to another trying to crawl to safety—a Kedradi warrior with a gash across his hip. As the man from Qalanqath tried to reach out for his sword of Draven bone, the Rider kicked him onto his back, so they could lock eyes before he drove his blade down.

“You would take her from me?” he spat, sword rising.

Joran crashed into him, taking the Rider at the waist. They hit the ground together and rolled in a tumble of limbs and clattering silvyr. Faster to recover, Obrin slammed a fist into Joran’s face, his knuckles connecting with his jaw, and with enough force to throw the young Rider aside.

“Traitor!” Obrin growled, his sword scraping as he rose to his feet. “I should have killed you when I had the chance!”

Obrin’s silvyr blade came down with fury, shearing into the cobbled street with a shriek of metal against stone. Joran barely rolled clear, the impact jarring through the ground beneath him. He didn't pause. Muscle and instinct took over—he twisted midair, body spinning in a tight horizontal arc, and landed cleanly on his feet, boots skidding slightly on the snow-slick stone.

Obrin was already there.

Steel whispered through the air again—too fast, too close. Joran twisted his shoulders just in time, feeling the blade miss his throat by a breath. Even so, the tip scored across his pauldron, scraping a thin line into the deep violet of his scaled pauldron.

But Joran was already moving.

He used his spin to carry him around, driving his heel upward into Obrin’s face with the full force of his momentum. The blow cracked like thunder. Obrin staggered, then toppled, crashing onto his back with a grunt as blood sprayed from his mouth.

Joran didn’t wait. He wrenched Vander’s sword from its scabbard.

The weapon hummed in his grip, the weight and balance achingly familiar. But it felt... heavy. Not in steel, but in memory. In blood. Vander’s blade, once a symbol of heroism, now tainted by the atrocities at Harendun. How many had this sword slain—how many innocents had it silenced across Vander’s two hundred years of war and conquest?

Joran’s fingers clenched tighter around the hilt.

Regret could wait.

Across the street, Obrin rose, blood dribbling from his mouth, his blade held in both hands.

His eyes locked on Joran’s with a promise of death.

And Joran knew—whatever guilt lingered in that sword, it would find purpose now.

“You would betray us,” he hissed.

“No,” Joran blurted without really thinking about it. “But I’m not going to stand by and watch you murder people who can’t even fight back.”

Obrin spat on the ground. “The city is already dead,” he decreed. “It just doesn’t know it yet⁠—”

All at once, Obrin’s attention snapped to Melanda as the dragon let loose a gargled roar, her wings twitching and tail coiling.

Standing triumphantly upon Melanda’s side, a beaming grin of manic delight on his alabaster face, was The Dancing Sword of the Dawn. Slait’s hands were clasped around the ballista bolt. With a triumphant shove, he twisted it further in.

Melanda groaned—a low, deep sound that quivered through the air—then convulsed once, wings twitching helplessly, before falling still.

The light faded from her eyes.

Obrin’s scream tore loose from somewhere deeper than lungs or throat—it was broken and un-human, a sound shaped by loss and hatred. He forgot Joran existed. There was no enemy now but one. He let out a raw, soul-wracked battlecry and charged the zealot with reckless fury.

Slait turned slowly to face him, smiling like a man who hadn’t tasted violence in too long. His hunger wasn’t for food or wine or lust. It was for this.

For killing.

With a flourish, he yanked the bolt free from Melanda’s ribs, blood cascading down in arcs as he leapt from her side to the ground below. He landed light on his feet, already spinning the massive shaft like a makeshift spear, the grin never leaving his face.

The Dragon Rider and the zealot collided in a storm of grief and glee.

With great strides, Slait zig-zagged, the bolt held in one hand. At the last second, proving unpredictable as ever, the Dawn Sword planted the bolt and used it like a pole, swinging his body from left to right. Once again, Obrin received a boot to the face, only Slait had the strength to launch the Rider through a window and into a local book shop.

Laughing with abandon, Slait slowly turned to lay his golden eyes on Joran. Beautiful though they were, those eyes spoke only of the pain he intended to inflict on the young Rider, an abomination in his opinion.

With rage in his heart, Obrin burst from the book shop in an explosion of debris and tattered parchment. Slait had no choice but to turn and fight the Rider. Sparks showered the ground with every blow, including a mouthful of blood after Obrin whipped his elbow across the Andaren’s jaw, knocking him off balance.

A distant roar cut through the ever-present noise of war around Joran, turning his attention towards the palace, its spires and central tower seen above the rooftops. That had been Kalaghan’s voice—Baelon would soon be inside the royal halls.

With a last look at Slait and Obrin—the pair locked in battle—Joran dashed in the opposite direction, heading for the palace as fast as his mutated muscles would allow. He could only go so fast, however, when the streets were so crowded with fighting.

The Kedradi were phenomenal warriors all, their tactics seemingly imprinted upon every one of them, allowing the desert folk to coordinate with minimal communication. It was proving enough to slow down the advance of Baelon’s makeshift army, who were fighting tooth and nail to pierce the heart of the city.

Joran looked up. He could scale walls and navigate the rooftops⁠—

A Kedradi warrior slipped through the clamorous melee and leapt at Joran, spear held high and back. Catching naught but a glimpse of the dull bone that formed the weapon’s head, the young Rider could do no more than tilt his head to avoid impalement. Still, it cut across his left ear, streaking his white hair with blood.

The desert warrior wasn’t nearly done with him, his spear twisting with whistling speed to come at him with a thrusting jab. Joran’s instinct was to use the sword in his hand, his muscle memory demanding he knock the spear aside and whip the blade across his opponent’s neck, ensuring the victory.

The Dragon Rider caught himself, his energy shifting into keeping his sword arm under control. Instead of slashing the man’s throat, Joran brought his sword in and swept the spear to one side, where his free hand could grip the shaft. Swinging that same arm up and round, he exposed the Kedradi to a number of fatal strikes. Resisting that instinctual urge again, Joran hammered his pommel just the once, delivering a blow to the side of the Kedradi’s head.

The man crumpled at Joran’s feet, bloodied and unconscious, his spear still clutched in nerveless fingers. Joran stood over him, blinking in brief astonishment.

That was... effortless.

He flexed his fingers around the shaft of the spear, feeling the weight of the moment more than the weapon itself. He knew he was stronger now—his Vahlken blood awakened during the bond with Morgwyn—but this? This was something else entirely. He’d sparred with Riders since then. Fought Merdians whose speed and cunning had kept him constantly on edge.

But these men—ordinary men—were nothing in comparison. Paper dolls. Shadows in torchlight.

He dropped the spear with a clatter, the sound already absorbed by the battle. Vander’s sword found its sheath with a hiss, and Joran stepped forward into the fray, the beat of his dragon heart thrumming like a war drum behind his ribs.

Something had changed. Something fundamental.

He didn’t just feel strong—he was strength.

Power surged through his limbs like liquid fire. His senses were sharp, his instincts sharpened to a killing edge. Every movement felt destined. Every strike inevitable.

Joran didn’t smile. But the fire inside him did.

He waded into the fight, no longer just a warrior.

No longer did he feel like a leaf in the storm.

He was the storm.

Two more Kedradi came for him, a sword and a spear between them. His adrenaline coursing, the pair were shockingly slow in his eyes. He contorted his body, allowing him to evade an attack from both simultaneously, before he snapped back, slapping a hand into the neck of one and a solid punch to the chest of the other. The latter flew back, but the former crumpled to his knees, hopeless to prevent Joran from landing his definitive blow.

The Dragon Rider caught himself again. The Kedradi was not his enemy. It was a truth he knew in his heart, dampening that fire with regret.

With a snarl, one of Baelon’s men burst from the chaotic fray, his sights set on the easy kill at Joran’s feet. The Kedradi’s hand naturally came up to defend himself, but it was useless against the two-handed swing of a sword coming his way.

Joran cut between them with a single step, one hand rising to halt the soldier’s swing while it was still above his head. His wrist ensnared in the grip of a Vahlken hand, the soldier was stopped in his tracks, his confusion short-lived when Joran’s other hand snatched at his throat and lifted him from his feet. His subsequent yelp lasted no longer than it took him to fly through a shop window.

The Kedradi was left looking up at the Rider in utter turmoil, undecided as to whether the Rider was friend or foe. Joran didn’t say a word, his feet already taking him to the nearest building, where he could put his abilities to better use. With the enviable grace of a cat, he ascended the wall, navigating the windows and parapets until he was scrambling over the slated roof.

Grim was the view that greeted him, there above the bloodshed. Dragon fire seemed to be everywhere, burning houses and ramparts alike. The fighting had spread well beyond the western wall now, infecting Valgala’s streets with raw violence. Men hacked and chopped at each other with abandon, their lives forgotten in the frozen mud and hot blood.

Their heads and tails poking above the rooftops, Kalaghan and Parthagon were still crushing and burning everything around the palace. Joran took one step towards them when a storm of roars turned every head to the sky. Like gods falling from the heavens, Garganafan and Karsak—easily identified by his yellow scales—traded horrendous bites and gashing blows, their wings barely slowing their plummeting descent.

As one, they struck the lake in the heart of Valgala, creating waves three times the height of every building around the shore. Garganafan was the first to surface, his craning neck uncoiling until his horned head reigned over the lake. As Karsak tried to emerge, the white dragon exhaled a spitting tempest of ice.

Karsak was forced to turn away lest he choke on it, but the water around the yellow dragon was quickly freezing into a plateau of stone-like ice. Karsak groaned and growled, his vocal cords already irritated by the low temperature around his neck.

To the north, Parthagon took to the sky, blowing through an entire corner block in the process. He was soon hovering over Garganafan, all four claws raking at the white dragon. Garganafan retaliated with a lunging claw of his own, forcing Parthagon to drop directly on top of him. They scrapped in an explosion of water until the silver dragon dug his every claw into Garganafan’s flesh and lifted him from the lake in a feat of unimaginable strength.

Leaving Karsak to drift, his breath laboured, the duelling dragons took their fight south, over the city blocks and beyond the wall in a shower of blood. Swooping in from the east, Parthagon was to receive reinforcement from Ithira, the blue dragon curling around, gliding low over the city in a bid to trail the warring behemoths.

From an unseen position, one of the Kedradi’s war machines expelled its payload, though the nature of that missile was a mystery until it found its target. A series of distant pops exploded across the sky, each creating a small cloud of black smoke. Ithira twisted in the air, her roar garbled, while she passed beyond the black mist.

Joran started forward, his eyes narrowed to pierce the distance. Ithira’s right wing had been shredded, the membranes peppered by jagged rips. Her left wing flapped all the harder, but she was still dropping like a stone. Her fall came to a stop just inside the city, the dragon’s great bulk impacting the interior wall with enough force to blow out the stone entirely.

With no choice but to leave his concern for Garganafan behind, Joran turned back to the palace and began bounding over the rooftops at full speed, his tanned cloak caught out behind him.

From his lofty vantage, the young Rider could see Kalaghan moving away from the palace now. That could only mean Baelon was on foot if not already inside the royal halls. Kalaghan, it seemed, was content to scorch the streets and claw his way through building after building, his tail swaying so it always mopped up the survivors in the debris.

Deciding he could no longer catch up with the Dragonlord, Joran skidded to a stop and looked straight up, to the highest tower of the palace. Its grandest chamber rested at the top, surrounded by pillars with naught between them. If he could get up there, he could walk right through to the circular throne room.

A manic, blood-curdling, roar snatched at Joran’s attention, returning his attention to the streets. He moved passed one of the chimneys, homing in on the savage cries that tore through the battle—they were coming from one man.

Gondrith.

The Dragon Rider had gone berserk, his face streaked with so much blood there was no seeing his skin beneath. So too was his dark hair slicked back with gore, the cream scales of his pauldrons and vambraces having captured bits of his many victims. His sword was red from guard to tip as if the silvyr had been painted with a thick brush.

His savagery was there to see if not heard with his every bellowing roar. There was something primitive about him, a barbarism and fierceness that spoke to his dire torment.

Yillir was dead.

The cream-scaled dragon lay draped across the western wall like a fallen banner, the massive body grotesquely still. A forest of ballista bolts pierced the dragon’s flanks and neck, dark with blood. Yillir would never rise again.

And neither would Gondrith.

The moment his dragon died, something in him broke—what little humanity he’d clung to, gone like breath in winter. Joran had only glimpsed fragments of it before, and now even those had vanished. What remained was a weapon in human shape, a man hollowed out by grief and rage.

He drove the Kedradi south with relentless savagery, his blade and magic carving through anything that moved. There was no strategy, no restraint—only misery given form.

“Protect the queen!” someone roared through the din.

Gondrith answered with steel.

His silvyr sword came down in both hands, splitting the soldier from collar to hip. Blood sprayed in a wide arc, painting the stones.

Then came the magic.

A pulse of raw force blasted from Gondrith’s outstretched hand. Bones shattered in response with a sound like breaking ice. Two Kedradi soldiers were hurled backward so violently that their bodies struck one of the homeguard behind them, snapping spines and skulls on impact.

He was beyond command now.

Beyond loyalty.

Just a storm of violence, dragging everyone into its eye.

Twice now, and in short succession, had he witnessed the transformation from man to beast. Was that what awaited every Rider bereft of their dragon? Of course it was. Joran didn’t doubt that he was capable of the same savagery. Just the thought of losing Morgwyn was almost enough to bring it out in him.

Joran looked further down the street, quickly locating an injured woman surrounded by Kedradi. They swarmed, forming a protective ring with a particularly well-built Kedradi placing himself between them and the deranged Dragon Rider.

Gondrith slaughtered the handful of men in his path and hunched over to scream from his gut, eyes wild. The larger Kedradi hefted his unusual axe of bone and snorted defiantly, determined to protect his queen. He would die. Joran had sparred with Gondrith, his defeat of the man only temporary, and knew well that the Rider had more than enough in his arsenal to kill them all—especially when he had been brought down to a frenzy.

Joran hesitated on the rooftop, looking from the scene below to the palace and back. Save the king of Erador—his father—or save the queen of the Kedradi. Was the choice really that simple? There was no guarantee he could achieve either, but he knew entering the street would save more than just the queen.

That was all the cause he needed to free Vander’s blade once more.

Feeling that fire in his veins, Joran clenched his free hand and pounced from the lip of the roof. Caught by gravity, the young Rider excited that power building inside of him, the feel of it tingling his skin and raising his temperature. Landing between Gondrith and the axe-wielding Kedradi, Joran released his hold on the magic.

In a flare that bent the air into colour, Joran cracked the ground beneath his boots and scattered everything around him, including the bodies, debris, and Gondrith. Further away, the large Kedradi was pushed back but remained standing, one arm shielding his face.

While the psychotic Dragon Rider tumbled back through the street, Joran turned to face the wall of Kedradi. “You must retreat!” he cried, making a point to glance in Herragax’s direction, the red dragon flying nearby. “The city is all but taken! Take your people! The wall has been brought down! Get out of the city!”

“YOU!” Gondrith shrieked, his expression just as unhinged as his hoarse voice.

“Run!” Joran shouted back. “Get the queen out of here!”

Gondrith was already charging at him, screaming like a banshee.

Joran took a breath, his sword coming up in two hands at his side. Baelon had spoken to him of making a choice, the paths laid out before him fogged by shades of grey. For the first time, the young Rider inhaled the clearing air of clarity. There was no grey. There wasn’t even a choice of paths. When there were lives in the balance, there was only instinct and the will to act on that instinct.

With unwavering valour, unyielding honour, and unending sacrifice, Joran Pendain found the will to act.
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THE SORROW VAULTS


Time Unknown…

Daijen awoke with a start, his body folding in half to sit up as fast as possible. He knew immediately where he was, though his mind stumbled to understand why he was there and not in the Shadow Realm.

He cupped his jaw, relieved to be free of Barad-Agin’s grip, and rose to his feet, eyes shifting to take in the familiar environment.

How many times had he visited this memory? How many times had he stared at the ominous black doors of Azad-guul, his courage mounting until he felt he was ready to face what awaited him on the other side?

“How exquisitely delicious,” came The Hollow King’s ancient voice, his drawl curling around every word like smoke.

The Vahlken turned with surprise, the space empty only a second ago. Yet there he was, lithe and horribly strong, his black cloak of starlight and fungal wisps draped over him much like Ahnir’s did. Unfortunately, Barad-Agin’s face was not smooth and featureless like the Golem’s, but sharp, haggard, and always smiling, a perpetual grin that promised pain and suffering.

All four of The Blood-drinker’s eyes wandered over the cold stone of Azad-guul, one stretched hand stroking the nearest wall. “How I long to walk these halls again,” he whispered.

“How are you here?” Daijen demanded.

Barad-Agin leaned in and ran his tongue over the stone, tasting it. “I built it myself, you know,” he explained, ignoring the question. “Every slab carved. Every angle calculated. From within these walls I perfected so much of my earlier work.” His nails raked down the stone. “To the victor go the spoils, I suppose.”

Daijen followed The Hollow King’s gaze and discovered Ahnir standing in the same corridor, the Golem’s prolonged arms frozen mid-sway and ethereal cloak held fast, prevented from drifting endlessly.

“What’s happening here?” Daijen growled.

“You’re dreaming.”

That didn’t really enlighten the frustrated Vahlken. “If I’m dreaming, then you’re just a⁠—”

The Deceiver’s hand shot out and grabbed Daijen by the neck. He felt his feet lift from the floor as his lungs informed him that air was no longer getting past his throat.

“I am very real,” Barad-Agin informed him.

Released from the choking hold, Daijen landed on his feet and rubbed his sore neck, dismayed that his dreams had somehow been infected by the spore-master.

“I have wandered through the halls of your life, Daijen Saeth. I didn’t realise you were so young. A century of life and you’ve already seen so much.” The wretch paused as he circled the Vahlken. “I do hope poor Ilithranda has fared well without you.”

Daijen whirled on him. “How did you get in my head?”

“Have you ever wondered why you keep coming back here?” Barad-Agin asked, glancing at the dark doors of Skara’s laboratory. “Is it because the big, bad Golem keeps throwing you out? Do you yearn for more secrets, Daijen Saeth? Even though they eat you alive, alienate you, force you to shun friends and allies?”

The Earth Breaker gave himself a moment to indulge in a soft chuckle, the amusement all his own.

“You must have wondered why, if not how, Ahnir is able to eject you from a memory. What did The Green Leaf say…”

Aphrandhor coalesced from nowhere, his image conjured by Barad-Agin, plucked from Daijen’s mind. “Whatever this memory is,” the wizard said, exactly as he had on Carstane, “you already know what you’re going to see. It seems your subconscious is trying to protect you from something, something you don’t really want to see. Or, perhaps, it is something you do not wish to accept.”

“Memories don’t keep secrets,” Barad-Agin declared, his words cutting through Aphrandhor, reducing the image to fine dust. “They’re like open books...” He swept one hand over the scene, and the towering Golem continued its stride, going on to open the doors. “You just have to know how to read them,” he purred, following Ahnir inside.

It was just like before, like every time he had viewed the ancient memory.

A human man was dragged into the chamber by two Skaramangian adepts and deposited at The Dark One’s feet.

“Well look at all this,” Barad-Agin said, admiring the hellscape Skara had toiled in. “He was a busy boy.”

“Yes,” The Dark One said approvingly, finished inspecting the man’s teeth and gums. “Very good. This one will do.”

“And who is this poor soul?” The Hollow King wandered around the event, pausing to bow and scrutinise the prisoner. “Not every man is ready for what destiny bestows upon them. Like I said, a touch of intelligent design goes a long way.”

As always, Ahnir stood over the man and pricked a wrist with a nail, its wound held over the prisoner’s open mouth.

“Yes,” The Dark One uttered, the word soft and worn in his mouth.

The Golem’s oily blood dripped over the man’s lips, splattering over his cheeks, and bathing his tongue.

“That should be more than enough. Release him.”

The guards let the prisoner fall to the ground before slinking back into the shadows. The man was left to scream, his body writhing, muscles bulging. His every vein pressed against pink flesh, his hands raking at his bare chest.

“Don’t fight it,” Skara urged, attired similarly to his watching master. “Embrace it. You are to be the future. Yes…”

“He’s dying,” his female apprentice observed.

“A part of him must die,” The Dark One informed her. “The life that follows will be beautiful.”

“Beautiful? How is he to strike fear into the hearts of men?”

“If there’s one thing I learned destroying the wretched Barad-Agin and his works, it’s that one should always have a contingency plan.”

“Wretched?” The Hollow King echoed. “I remember when he worshipped me, when he bowed at my feet and begged me to teach him all that I knew.”

Ahnir turned, its attention shifting to Daijen at the exact moment it always did. The Vahlken stepped back, neck craning to meet the Golem’s sightless gaze. The memory continued to play out but the scene was concealed behind Ahnir’s floating cloak. One of its four hands reached out, fingers of grey flesh coming for him.

“I see,” Barad-Agin remarked knowingly.

The Golem froze, along with the dancing flames of the surrounding torches and their flickering shadows. Daijen halted his retreat and stared up at the creature in amazement.

“It is only a memory,” The First Wizard explained, walking into view. “It can only play out as it happened. Anything else is merely the meddling of a subconscious mind. My mind has interrupted the memory,” he said, gesturing at the still environment. “Your mind, on the other hand…”

Barad-Agin paused beside Ahnir’s outstretched arm and ran his slitted nostrils along the dull flesh. What he gained from it remained to be seen.

“The Golem is you,” he stated bluntly.

Daijen frowned. “Me?”

“Your subconscious. You already know what’s happening here, you just don’t want to face the truth of it. Your subconscious is trying to protect you.”

The Vahlken’s jaw firmed up, insulted by the idea that he couldn’t cope with the truth. “I have no idea what’s happening here.”

The king’s smile stretched all the more, revealing his splintered teeth. “Don’t you?”

With the wave of a hand, the Golem retreated, its movements in perfect reverse until it was standing where it had stood eons past. With slow and deliberate steps, Daijen assumed the open space where he might look upon the man at the heart of the memory.

“I always knew this to be the case,” Barad-Agin said, an air of arrogance about him, “I just didn’t know his methodology. Fascinating.”

The memory resumed, only now the man’s agony was beginning to subside, his erratic movements slowing.

“How unusual,” Skara was saying, observing beside the Vahlken. “I suspected physical changes would occur, but I would never have guessed this.”

Daijen felt the world tilt beneath him—not the ground, but something deeper, something inside his mind. Reality itself buckled as he watched the impossible unfold before him.

His jaw slackened. His breath caught.

No…

No.

The man groaned as he pushed himself upright, and still the transformation crept across him—unstoppable, unnatural. His skin had begun to pale moments earlier, but now the colour drained in sheets, the last remnants of warmth vanishing as a chalky hue claimed him from head to toe. Where flesh had once glowed with life, there was now only the cold sheen.

Daijen’s eyes widened in horror.

The man’s ears shrank—collapsing inward like something dying—only to stretch again into narrow, elegant points. His hair followed suit, the raven-black strands smoothing as if pressed by unseen hands, the dark colour fading with every breath until it shone like bleached silk in the dim light.

Then his head snapped up as if something—someone—had summoned his gaze.

Daijen flinched. For a heartbeat, he could have sworn the man’s eyes had been brown. But now… they were glacial. Pale blue. Familiar. A perfect reflection of his own.

Even the face had changed. The lines of the jaw, the angle of the cheekbones—bones had moved beneath the skin, reshaping, sharpening, refining.

It wasn’t just a transformation.

It was a revelation.

He was Andaren.

“Rise,” The Dark One commanded, bringing the prisoner to his pale feet. “Tell me your name.”

The first Andaren looked utterly lost. “I… I don’t know.”

Skara smiled. “Good. A clean slate—I like that.”

“My Lord?” his apprentice enquired.

“Should humanity fail to live up to my expectations, this is to be Verda’s contingency plan. A new intelligent species, one I can mould from their very beginning into the perfect race. Let’s make some more. We will need several hundred more before the breeding farms yield the necessary results…”

Daijen didn’t hear anymore—at least he didn’t take anymore in. He was falling away, knocking into everything in blind retreat. He felt sick to his stomach and so light-headed he could hardly hold on to a single thought.

Everything. Every single aspect of Andaren life and culture was a fallacy, from their gods to their origins. They were, all of them, children of The Dark One.

The Vahlken looked around, noting how the memory was collapsing around them. “What have you done?” he asked, looking at Barad-Agin.

The Deceiver came to loom over him, his presence grounding Daijen. “I have seen enough through your memories—and the Golem’s—to know that Skara Pendain will return. The necklace and its power might be a mystery to you, Master Saeth, but I know exactly how The Pendain has skirted death. While I enjoy the irony that his own creation would be his undoing, I would much rather do it myself.”

The ceiling was torn away, replaced by a more recent memory—by Daijen’s memory. He looked up and saw the portal thundering across the sky, opening and closing every passing day on Verda.

The Hollow King knew where it was.

“No!” Daijen blurted.

That terrifying smile was the last thing he saw before darkness enveloped him.

His eyes snapped open to a world of gloom, fogged by spores that clung to his lungs like wet cloth. He felt stiff, his muscles sluggish and joints aching. Above him, the ceiling was riddled with pale roots, pulsing faintly like veins beneath diseased skin, while the walls wept moisture. There was a sound—low, constant, almost tender—the murmur of thousands whispering just beyond comprehension.

His body felt wrong. Heavy in places. Weightless in others. He tried to sit up, but pain lanced through his spine, and something tugged at his shoulder. He looked down.

Mushrooms.

Pale, liver-spotted growths bloomed from his flesh—his left arm was wrapped in a net of sinewy mycelium, the fingers curled unnaturally, twitching to rhythms not his own. Fungal threads pulsed where veins should be. His chest—the skin exposed—had spongy, bulbous caps blooming like tumours tasting the air.

He gagged. He clawed at the mass on his chest, skin tearing away with it. He growled in pain, the sound echoing like a broken horn. The fungi shrieked back—not with sound, but with a sudden invasion of thought.

The Hollow King stood in the edges of his mind, a rooted presence. Smiling.

He thrashed against the stone slab beneath him. Roots flexed, tightening around his limbs, unwilling to let go. With a determined snarl, he seized the vines fused with his left leg and ripped them free in a burst of milky sap and blood. He felt the presence in his mind recoil. The roots beneath him twitched. He used the moment to roll, wrenching his left arm free. Flesh tore. The pain was red and real.

More mushrooms split open across his chest as if protesting, trying to send tendrils back into his mind. But he was moving now, ripping the last cords free with raw, furious desperation. He rose to his hands and knees, gasping.

On his feet, he ripped and yanked at everything that wasn’t of his flesh. The last of it was a thick cord of fungal growth, its suckers pressing into the back of his neck. With Vahlken strength he pulled it free, threw it across the ground, and stamped on it.

His breathing ragged, Daijen stumbled away from the area, listening for even a single voice of the many that plagued his mind. Silence. He was alone inside his skull once more. He was, however, left with some knowledge he couldn’t have gained without that hive mind.

He was in the Sorrow Vaults.

Buried deep beneath the bloodstained earth of the arena, it was an underworld of iron, ash, and agony. More tomb than prison, more foundry than dungeon, the vaults around him pulsed with the mechanical rhythm of torment and unnatural birth.

Carved from the stone-like wood and veined with molten ore, the vaults echoed with the screams of Hollowborn and beast alike. His cell, like so many others, was carved from the tree’s guts like a wound, each a pit of madness. His was on the ground, allowing him to walk out and look up, where hundreds more pitted the walls.

Massive chains, thick as tree trunks, hung from the ceiling like the roots of a dead god, binding the huge scraps of monsters that had either been torn apart in the arena or were still in the developmental phase of their creation.

A warm breeze swept over the Vahlken. The air reeked of scorched metal and old blood. In the distance, he saw the Dreadforges Barad-Agin had spoken of. They lined the vaulted chambers, monstrous furnaces fed by The Hollow King’s twisted magic and the marrow of the fallen. Everywhere he looked, mushroom-covered smiths and sporeminders hammered alchemical magic into flesh and bone, crafting nightmares with every strike. Among them were sentinels of rust and shadow, guards that haunted the passageways.

Like all else in Nyxdrasil, there was more to its dark corners than that on the face of it. Monsters were not merely imprisoned beneath Vireth Kael, they were birthed, grown, reforged. The Sorrow Vaults were not intended to hold prisoners. They were intended to reshape them. Those that fall in the arena awaken in these depths to find their bodies reforged by parasitic spores, grafted with chitin and claw, reborn to fight in forms not their own.

It was not a place of punishment. It was a place of purpose—cruel, deliberate, and inescapable.

Valyra…

The thought of her hollowed him out. His knees buckled, but he did not fall.

Valyra—fierce, proud, bonded to him by a shared mutation—was somewhere in that nightmare. He thought of the growths that had clung to him, connecting him to Nyxdrasil and Barad-Agin.

What had they done to her?

The fear that gripped him now was deeper than anything the spores could conjure. Not for himself. But for her.

So much pressed upon him then. He had to escape Nyxdrasil and with Valyra. Barad-Agin knew of the portal, a fact that threatened every living thing in Verda. And Malliath… He didn’t know what to do about the dragon. Some part of him actually believed that killing him would be a mercy⁠—

His senses, dulled by the parasites that lingered in his system, failed to detect the fungal knights until it was too late. Cold iron clasped around his throat, arms, and legs, each manacle connected to a shaft in the hands of the Hollowborn. He resisted and thrashed, but they had only to pull on his new restraints and his entire body was theirs to control.

“Get off me!” he fumed.

Their strength combined, the Vahlken was lifted from the ground and taken away from his hovel. He saw all manner of beast, resting, feasting, splayed, as they carried him through the Sorrow Vaults. As he had been, all of them were tethered by fungal vines, pulsing veins, and web-like threads. Whether feeding them or feeding from them remained a mystery to Daijen.

Continuing through the cavernous labyrinth, they eventually came across the much larger cells, where the prisoners required enormous gates of living roots and tough fungi to keep them bound. A jet of hot air blasted between the roots of one particular cell, bathing the Andaren in hot mist.

The Vortherax looked back at him, its armoured snout protruding somewhat. Fearing for a moment that they had arrived at their destination, Daijen was relieved to leave the cell behind. His relief, of course, was short-lived—as ever in Nyxdrasil.

All at once, the fungal knights thrust him forwards and detached the manacles with levers at the base of the shaft. The Vahlken was cast to the ground in no more than his tattered trousers, the leather hardening with sap. He was quick to dash to his feet and turn around, ready to fight the Hollowborn.

They backed off.

Daijen was slow to lower his clenched fists but much quicker to jump back when a series of roots and fungal growth wove a knotted web between them. He looked left and right, his neck forced to turn in order to see the emerging gate in its entirety. In the wake of the Hollowborn’s departure, when the clamour of their armour died away, he heard it.

Breathing.

Low and heavy, they were the breaths of something large—gargantuan. Daijen dared to turn around, his fear replaced with grim conviction. He would survive. He would fight and slay whatever they threw at him. Then he would free Valyra and stop Barad-Agin.

The darkness shifted and the shadows folded in on themselves.

A burst of spore light dropped the Vahlken into a crouch, his knees ready to spring. The light, however, was no more than just that, though it moulded into familiar shapes.

Eat it, the monstrous voice thundered. I want to feel its bones between my teeth!

Two clusters of green spore light changed to purple, completing the echo of Malliath. Daijen looked to his right, seeing the real dragon as he heaved himself out of deep shadow. Dark lids peeled back, and two purple eyes slitted with black stared at him.

It reeks of magic! the echo roared. Disgusting, putrid, rancid magic! I hate it! Devour the little beast! Now!

The real Malliath stirred, putting Daijen back several steps until he met the knotted gate. If the dragon wanted to eat him he was as good as dead. There was no degree of conviction, determination, or even bravery that could fight that logical conclusion.

Yes! the echo cheered. I want to feel the juices when it bursts inside my mouth! Eat it! Turn its magic flesh to pulp! I can’t stand the stench of the wizard’s work!

A guttural drumbeat reverberated through Malliath, and his rotten breath drifted out of a slightly open mouth.

Gnash and grind and gnaw! the illuminated echo hissed.

The apparition lurched forwards, its awesome maw stretched wide, and came down on the Vahlken. Daijen instinctively dropped to his knees, head bowed, a fly caught in the jaws of a dog. The apparition being no more than a projection of spores, however, Daijen was momentarily encased in a thick mist of dark motes, the echo dispersing around him.

He stood up in the aftermath, now face to face with a very real dragon. He was acutely aware that Malliath was not of sound mind. If the echo sickness wasn’t a good enough reminder of that, the fungi and mushrooms that grew between his scales certainly were. For how long had they wormed through his ancient mind, spoiling his thoughts on an endless loop?

“I came to free you,” he spouted without really thinking about it.

Liar! the echo screamed, its form punching out of Malliath’s head and into the cell.

The real Malliath grunted and shook his head, distorting the echo. Liar, he said, the voice displaying a level of control the spectre never had. You… You are the works of magic. Just another little beast sent to torment me.

Kill it! his sickness demanded.

Malliath clawed at the ground, fighting for control. How will you hurt me? Are you laden with disease? Will you poison me? I am forbidden to die. That makes you another agent of pain for the wizard.

“Maybe,” Daijen had to admit. “I was certainly put in here to die. Maybe I am… diseased. Whether I am or not, eating me won’t help you.”

Eat it anyway! the echo raged, the spores ignited by the fresh projection. I am hungry! Always hungry!

“I really did come to free you,” Daijen said, trying again. “I’m from Verda.”

The name was like a spark, lighting up areas of Malliath’s mind that had slipped into dormancy.

Verda, he uttered, repeating the name.

“Yes. Where there’s green fields and open blue skies. Where there’s a cool breeze and fresh water. Verda. It’s where you belong.”

More magic! the spectre barked. It punctuates the realms like a spear to the gut! Burn it all! And that damned tree!

“You once fought for it,” Daijen argued, sure to look at the flesh and blood Malliath. “You didn’t just swear oaths to the people of Verda, you forged them. An entire order of Dragon Riders—protectors of the realm—was born out of your⁠—”

Lies! the demented apparition exclaimed. It speaks of dreams and delusions that spiral in the dark places! Pain and hunger is the sum of existence! That’s all there is, so let’s be done with it and feast!

“I came because Verda needs you again!” the Vahlken cried, desperately trying to drown out the echo. “Skara was defeated but he wasn’t⁠—”

Malliath and his echo both exhaled a wet roar, his spit accompanied by shreds of fungal matter. That name is venom, he uttered, his rage alone able to quieten the apparition. He is betrayal made flesh. He allowed the wizard’s rot to flower in his veins. In the darkest of times, imagining his suffering is the only light that guides me back to life.

In the quiet that followed, Daijen realised he was pressed flat against the gate. “The Dark One,” he said, testing the name against Malliath’s wrath. When the dragon didn’t explode with fury, he continued, “The world has moved on in his absence, but his return has been seen. I came here because… because when the people of Verda are at his mercy, I believe there is only one who can stop him. Why else would he have sent you here?”

Malliath’s anger bubbled up again, his echo issuing a threatening growl.

Daijen stepped forwards, hands up in front of him. “Barad-Agin—the wizard—wants you to eat me. He wants me dead and you stuck down here for all time. But... if we work together, we could⁠—”

Stomp on it! the spectre roared. I want to lick the bits off my foot!

“There’s a way out!” the Vahlken yelled. “The same way I came in. A portal, big enough for you. We could get out of here.”

Liar! the echo rasped. It spills hope only to make the pain sting all the more.

There is no hope in this place, Malliath said dourly, his thoughts drifting through the spores. The very air cannot tolerate it.

“Perhaps… But I’d say there’s plenty of rage down here. Tell me, dragon, is your wrath as black as your scales?”

Malliath stirred all the more, poked by barbed words.

“If that’s all you’ve got left,” Daijen went on, “I’ll take it. Hope can wait beyond the horizon for all I care. Call on your fury if you must, but your strength alone will see us freed from these vaults.

The echo snapped, the spores struggling to keep up with its latest outburst. You think I haven’t tried, you filthy little bug? He’s too weak! Look at him! A miserable shell of a dragon! He’s choked on magic for so long he’s forgotten what he is! I’d rip his throat out myself if I could.

And the apparition rammed into the dragon, its misted jaws closing around Malliath’s actual neck. Real or not, Malliath reacted to the attack, groaning as the imagined teeth sank into his flesh. The cavern shuddered beneath his impact, his tail coiling round to gouge the jagged ceiling, one wing flapping painfully against the wall. For several seconds he appeared to be fighting something, his claws raking at the air and jaws snapping at an invisible foe.

It was true madness.

As he settled, the spore-mist now mixed with dust, the ground continued to quake, turning Daijen’s attention around. The Vortherax was on the move, a procession of Hollowborn in its wake. Indeed, a great many of the vault’s beasts were being ushered along the path.

“What’s happening?” the Vahlken asked aloud.

If you know of the portal, so too does the wizard. We aren’t the only ones who wish to flee this hell.

Daijen looked from the dragon back to the exodus. “He’s going to take them to Verda.”

He noted the Vortherax’s wings especially, the revelation plunging his stomach into new depths of dread.

Swivelling on his heel, he allowed some of his urgency to inflate his tone. “We need to…” His words died on the rotten air.

Malliath’s snout was no more than two feet away from him, his interlocked teeth a solid wall of gore-covered bone.

I can still smell it on you, the dragon said. The world above. It clings to you like a flame in the dark. His large nostrils inhaled sharply. The scent of winter. There’s nothing else like it.

Keeping flat to the slimy roots that barred the way, Daijen replied, “It awaits us both on the other side of this gate. That… and vengeance.”

Malliath withdrew, his horns scraping across the ceiling. Escape is impossible. I have tried many times. I was stronger then. Now… the strength to break meagre iron is beyond me. The dragon sighed. Perhaps I should just eat you and be done with it.

Daijen got a clear view into the fleshy maw of the world’s oldest dragon, there to meet his end and guarantee The Dark One’s victory. As those devastating jaws came for him, content to scoop him up without any urgency, an idea occurred to the Vahlken.

A damned good idea.

An outrageous idea.


66
A MODICUM OF DOOM


Like a moth to a flame, The Dark One was drawn to Valgala’s source of power. He threw back his hood and craned his neck to look upon the smooth white walls of the palace. Situated on the northern shore of the central lake, it enjoyed the protection of a wall much like the one that ringed the capital.

So grand was its interior that, even from the street, Skara could see the collection of domed buildings, ornate bridges, and gleaming spires that made up the royal grounds. At its heart stood a sentinel of stone, a beacon of a tower that told all who looked upon it—here resides the unconquerable throne of Erador.

Nothing was unconquerable. Nothing.

He couldn’t help but smile at the sights and sounds around him—even the smell of battle brought back fond memories. There was nothing quite like a siege, especially when so many civilians were inside. It put so much more on the line, adding to the tension.

Everywhere he looked, men butchered one another like animals. Their blood melted the snow and stained the walls of civilisation. And all because of him. He—no other—had set events in motion. Baelon had been all too easy to sway, the promise of Valgala and a weapon of power too much for him to pass up.

Now the Dragonlord was ahead of schedule, acting on opportunity instead of meticulous planning. It was always prudent to keep one’s enemy off balance. Even more so when that enemy had nine hundred years under their belt and a dragon by their side.

Of course, Skara had more years than that to his name, and he was confident the seeds had been well sown where the latter was concerned. Sparing a glance at the sky, he spotted Herragax, a red jewel in a sea of rolling grey clouds. She would do. For now.

Being only one man, and walking instead of barrelling about like everyone else, The Dark One was able to slip past most of the battles that occupied the streets. Here and there he waited patiently by a corner or in an alcove, watching the carnage and butchery play out, as if the whole thing was put on for an audience of one. When the appropriate gap presented itself, he moved on, striding through the bloodshed unharmed.

Gliding through the anarchy unfolding around every corner, The Dark One made for the western gate built into the palace’s defences. The southern gates had already been breached by the look of them, but the fighting that raged there was most heated and would only slow him down.

A handful of the homeguard—lucky enough to have been kept from the city’s ramparts—shouted down to him from above the gate, questioning his identity.

Better to show them than tell them.

Planting himself squarely before the gates, Skara scrutinised the portcullis that formed a cross-work of iron over the thick wood. It was only half the size of the entrance built into Valgala’s outer wall, an entrance he had blown through in a heartbeat. He sighed. There had been a time—not too distant by his reckoning—when Ahnir or one of his other Golems would have pulled it apart with their bare hands. Failing that, they would have unleashed some hellish monster from the Shadow Realm.

He would have them by his side again.

Absent the necessary ingredients to repeat that alchemical spell and faced with a smaller obstacle, Skara relied on his innate magic and knowledge of the hidden language.

His wrists curled and fingers flowed as they danced through that most ancient of languages. That wasn’t enough of course, his lips required to utter those same radiant words but in a different order to his hands. Combined, they formed a spell in his very chest. He felt it rising, up through his gullet, to the back of his mouth until…

The Dark One exhaled a long breath, his hands ushering it forth.

It was magic of the seasons, nature’s most destructive force. Autumn’s rot, winter’s freeze, spring’s burst, and summer’s strength were expelled all at once. The wood withered and warped, the metal frosted and cracked, vines pushed up through the stone from ancient bedrock and carved through the doors, while glowing heat buckled iron framework.

The portcullis fell in ten thousand pieces.

The gate was left with little more than a scrap of wood clinging to the worn hinges.

The palace was exposed from yet another gaping entrance.

Nothing was unconquerable.

Skara Pendain was already passing over the threshold by the time the homeguard gathered their wits. They descended the interior steps as fast as their armour would allow, plates clattering and swords clanging.

“Stop!” one of them commanded, running for the courtyard that separated the intruder from the main tower.

Skara almost laughed—as if words would stop him when their mighty gates fell to no more than a breath of air from his lungs. Ignorant or just stupid, the homeguard still presented him with a barricade of steel and flesh.

The Dark One inhaled the cold air and closed his eyes. It was just like old times. He could almost pretend he was on the battlefields of old.

He pinched the clasps on his cloak and let it fall to the ground behind him, revealing his cuirass of copper-plated steel, taken from one of the armouries in Caster Hold. Over the course of their journey across Erador, he had taken the time to carve runes and glyphs into the metal, each one complementing the next, layering and lacing the magic into the very fibre of the plate. It was significantly stronger and lighter now, reminding him of the silvyr cuirass he had worn during his days as The Pendain.

The homeguard—ignorantly blind to the potions and elixirs on his belt—charged at what appeared to be an unarmed man. Indeed, any one of his alchemical concoctions could have destroyed them, but where was the fun in that?

“Gentlemen,” he began, cracking his neck to one side. “I have come to understand the people of today worship a god called Kaliban.” Skara flexed his fingers inside his gloves. “I do hope you’ve made your peace with him.”

With shield and spear, the first of the homeguard came for him. It was a straight jab, the spear aimed at his chest. Skara pivoted, twisting his body round on the spot so the weapon cut harmlessly through the air, brushing the fabric of his sleeve. Inside the man’s attack, he gripped the haft with his human hand and tore the shield from his enemy’s grip with his dragon hand. A swift push kick snatched the homeguard’s breath right out of his lungs and launched him across the flagstones.

The Dark One was left feeling exhilarated, freed even. In all his long life, he had never experienced anything so pure as fighting and crafting magic. The world made sense when he was doing any one of them, reminding him that he was Verda’s apex predator—the real Kaliban.

Discarding the shield, he went on to snap the spear in half, giving him a weapon in each hand. He hammered the steel-tipped end against his cuirass, goading the rest into attacking him. They decided to do so as one.

With spears and swords they slashed and hacked at him, only to discover he was never there by the time their weapons arrived. With a joyful laugh, Skara danced between his foes, the broken hafts whipping and rolling to bat and deflect subsequent blows. Now and again he would clip one of them around the back of the head or knee, reminding them that he could deliver a mortal strike any time he liked.

Frustrated, one of the homeguard took his sword in two hands and cut horizontally, swinging with all his strength at Skara’s waist. The ancient warrior doubled over and flipped sideways, his back rolling over the incoming steel with slick grace. Upon landing on the other side of the swing, he proceeded to jam the broken haft into the man’s neck. It was death, but the process was sped up significantly when he yanked the haft out and let the blood gush.

That same piece of broken wood then flew from his grasp and sank deep into the right eye of another, taking him from his feet and out of the fight. He counted three more and offered them his broadest grin, his teeth lashed with blood from their friend’s neck.

Using rage to fuel his courage, one of the trio charged at Skara with his sword raised. Skara evaded the first two swings and deflected the third with the spearhead. A quick pivot and a nimble back step closed the gap and put the two of them almost side by side, offering Skara the perfect angle to throw up an elbow. His nose broken, the man’s head whipped back, preventing him from seeing the spear before it plunged into his gut.

Gasping and spluttering on his own blood, he was forced to his knees by a hearty pat on the shoulder from The Dark One. “Rest, my friend.”

Together, the last two advanced as one, a spear and sword between them. Unarmed, Skara held out his hands as if he were greeting old companions. Before steel could find his flesh, however, The Dark One made an abrupt sidestep and slapped the haft of the spear towards the swordsman. Their initial attack thwarted, the two homeguard hesitated, struggling to coordinate.

The spearman attacked a second before the swordsman this time, only he used the weapon like a staff, lashing out with both ends. Skara relied on his footwork to avoid each blow, though he had to work twice as fast to keep the flanking swordsman in his periphery. Manipulating the spear with his forearms, The Dark One got in close and rammed his head into his foe, smashing numerous teeth from his mouth.

It was then that the swordsman took his opportunity. Skara had no time to do anything but raise his dragon hand and meet the blow head on. The steel went no further than his knuckles, the strike turned away at a jarring angle that left the homeguard vulnerable to counterattack.

Skara closed the gap, casually removed the dagger from his opponent’s belt and shoved it through the man’s ear while forcing his head down the length of the blade. Before he fell dead, The Dark One had turned back to the toothless spearman and blown his knee out with a sudden kick to the inside of his leg. As the swordsman hit the ground, the spearman fell into Skara’s waiting hands.

Snap!

His neck broken, another corpse was added to the courtyard. That only left the man with a broken spear in his gut. He was still on his knees, hands nursing the shaft protruding from his stomach. Blood dribbled down his chin, and tears gathered in the corners of his eyes.

“There, there,” Skara cooed, crouching in front of his victim. “Come now. Kaliban awaits, does he not? Here.” The Dark One took the man’s hands and pressed them together, imitating an act of prayer. “Can you see him?” he asked, looking around mockingly. “Kaliban? Are you there? Come, save your child! No?”

The man was whimpering, sputtering meaningless prayers in the face of his killer.

“You see?” Skara clasped the man’s cheeks. “It does you no good to make up gods.”

His right glove was ripped from knuckle to wrist, exposing the red scales. Indeed, his cuirass was scarred, his cheek sliced, knuckles bruised, and the sleeve covering his dragon arm was entirely gone, the material shredded by hacking steel. He nearly laughed—he hadn’t even felt the blades that caught him. He proceeded to remove the tattered clothing as well as the glove, displaying his overly long claws of obsidian to the homeguard. His distress was immediate, his eyes now informing him that he faced a monster and not a man.

“Fear not,” he purred. “I will be all the god you need.”

Skara drove his red-scaled thumb into the homeguard’s throat, his claw slicing through the artery that fed his brain precious blood. Standing up, he flicked his hand to rid himself of some of the gore that clung to the scales and surveyed his work. There was only one word that came to mind.

More.

Thanks to the vambrace on his left arm, Skara had absorbed the relevant memories from his last victim, giving him intimate knowledge of the palace’s interior, as well as guard placements. With this information, he departed the courtyard, invading the palace itself, and began the significant ascent through the main tower.

Given their need outside, he only came across three other groups of armed men, homeguard all—and all dead. So he wasn’t the first to enter the tower then.

With a sheen of sweat coating his face, The Dark One finally arrived on the most important floor in all of Erador. The first chamber he passed was far too interesting to disregard, especially for a man who had once lived a life buried in books and research. The king’s library was spread over two floors with a grand table in the middle, there to display a three-dimensional map of Verda. There was nothing on the map he didn’t already know about, leading him to browse the many documents on the desk at the end of the room.

Unlike everything else he could see around the table, they didn’t pertain to the war. Most were ocean charts, plotting out all that was known of The Hox. Among the charts were various plans and strategies that dated back two-hundred years, the previous kings having detailed ideas for exploration. They wanted to know what lay east of The Hox and north of The Broken Mountains, to expand Erador’s domain. By the looks of it, one king after another had suffered setbacks due to the war with Andara, be it a lack of funds or the prevalence of plagues or even apathy.

Skara tapped the maps twice, a smug grin on his face. He remembered well his battle with the three-headed Leviathan, the beast slain on an island so far east of Erador that there was an entire continent between there and the world of man. That had been a fight worthy of his skill.

A clash of swords rang down the hallway, interrupting his perusal of the history tomes that lined the wall. Content that he would soon have all the time he desired in the library, The Dark One followed the sounds of heated battle, the marble walls and expensive portraits leading him to a set of tall and slender doors.

The throne room.

One of the doors was partially ajar, two dead homeguard slumped to each side in a pool of their own blood. Skara slipped through without a sound, there to be welcomed by ten-foot statues of bearded kings, their poses forever regal and imposing. From that short inlet, he was able to see so much more of the throne room itself, its domed roof looking down on him from so far away, supported by a ring of pillars and even larger statues of kings long dead.

Majestic though it was—befitting a godly king—it could not hold The Dark One’s attention. The clash he had heard was still playing out in the heart of the circular chamber. It had to be the royal guard, a cadre of eight knights clad from head to toe in shining armour, their breastplates emblazoned with the scaled sword of House Etragon. In their wake flowed long cloaks of crimson, though it did little to detract from the blood smeared across the floor.

Of the eight, only four were still on their feet—three now.

Having touched Herragax’s memories, he knew it was Rengyr who dispatched the royal guard, his silvyr blade thrust through the man’s cuirass like it wasn’t even there. With strength only a Rider could muster, he then heaved the knight up on his sword, holding him aloft like a trophy.

The remaining three faced Raya and Vander while Baelon Vos stood like one of the many statues in the middle of the fray. Unflinching, his sword sheathed and axe lowered, he stared directly ahead, his gaze locked with those of the throne.

King Edris Etragon.

The ruler of Erador shined like his royal guard, the flames of nearby torches dancing across the illustrious armour. And his crown. In keeping with the throne’s close ties to the Dragon Riders, it had been crafted after the fashion of such a creature. With golden scales running around the ringlet, and spotted with fine gems, a pair of gold dragon-like horns protruded and sloped back from the forehead, going no further than the king’s hairline.

Baelon must have thought it had been made for him.

Skara was less keen, but it would do until something more fitting could be forged for him.

Standing by the king’s side was a tall and lithe man, his reddish hair and goatee greying at the edges. He wore no armour, and the sword on his hip appeared more decorative than anything else. The spymaster then—Galahart. He had gleaned snippets of the man through The Eldan’s memories, though it was all information passed on to the Andaren, the two having never actually met.

Raya shifted her shoulders of blue dragon scales, narrowly evading a deft swing from a royal guard, and came back with a decisive strike that severed the man’s right arm. Fighting in tandem, Vander dashed in and finished the job, slashing the guard’s torso from neck to groin, before ducking to allow Raya to roll over his back and plunge her sword through another’s heart. That left only one of the red-cloaked royal guards. To his credit, the man didn’t hesitate.

He clashed swords with both of them, trading a handful of blows before his sword shattered under the duress of silvyr. Raya darted one way, slicing him across the midriff. Vander dashed the other way, backhanding his blade up and across the guard’s face, splitting his helm. Rengyr stepped in as the knight fell to his knees.

The shattered helmet clattered across the ground, the decapitated head rolling free.

It seemed an age before the helm ceased its rattling, and the silence that followed was infused with unspoken rage thanks to the king. He was a handsome man, chiselled and scarred like a soldier, but he wore his fury on his sleeve.

“That could have been avoided,” Baelon stated, his voice as crisp as the cold air that blew between the pillars on wisps of intruding snow. “This all could have been avoided,” he went on, gesturing at a city he couldn’t see. “Had you the courage to have met me beyond the walls, we might have discussed this like men. Valgala would still be standing proud and⁠—”

“How dare you,” King Edris seethed, interrupting the Dragonlord. “How dare you propose any scenario in which this senseless bloodshed might have been prevented. We all heard him,” he growled, jumping to his feet. “Valgala must burn bright, a beacon of suffering! A shining city of torment! You have allied with evil itself, Master Vos. That same evil blew the gates off my city and allowed every traitor from Harendun to flood its streets. It’s your lust for power and nothing else that has brought ruin to Erador!”

“Erador has been dwelling in ruin since before you were born,” Skara proclaimed, declaring his presence with all the assurance of a man with an army at his back.

“You.” The word left Baelon’s lips through gritted teeth.

“There’s only so long a civilisation can limp on in a state of decay,” The Dark One continued, wandering around the edge of the chamber, his red arm hidden from view. “Inevitably, a modicum of doom is required to put it out of its misery. That can be hard to accept. Doom is an agent of change, and no one likes change. But it can be a good thing—transformative! It can make you stronger.” He turned, at last, to face the group, his arm on full display.

Finally, Baelon Vos appeared to have been confronted by something capable of cracking his stoicism. He frowned, his eyes narrowing, his scrutiny wandering up and down the length of Skara’s red arm.

“What have you done?” the Dragonlord demanded.

Skara glanced at Vander and saw the confusion, horror, revelation, and, finally, fear that crossed his face. His understanding wasn’t even close to the truth, still under the illusion that Skara was battling The Rot, an infection caused by the weakening bond between him and Herragax. That was a fact Vander absolutely didn’t want Baelon to know.

“You didn’t tell him?” Skara asked.

Vander panicked, looking from Baelon to Skara and back.

“Tell me what?” the Dragonlord snapped.

The Dark One cut in before Vander melted on the spot. “Herragax suffers an infection. I have been aiding her. As you can see,” he said, wiggling his scaled fingers, “the infection now goes both ways. But I have slowed its progress significantly. Given enough time,” he added, looking deliberately at Vander now, “I am sure I can cure her entirely.”

“Enough!” the king cried. “You see what you have allied with now?” he asked of Baelon. “Do you see the monster? You swore an oath—all of you—to protect this kingdom from monsters! You demand my crown when you should be slaying him!”

A moment then existed between Baelon and Skara, the two locked in each other’s gaze. The Dragonlord squeezed the axe in his hand, eliciting a creak in his leather glove.

“I’ve seen that look before,” The Dark One said, thinking of Gelakor and his axe so long ago. “You’re thinking about burying that in my head.” Skara shrugged. “I couldn’t stop you,” he lied. “But without me, you will never gain access to real power.”

Baelon tore his eyes from Skara and looked down at the axe. The Dragonlord had seen its source of power with his own eyes, the very lure that had advanced his plans. He needed that more than he needed the axe, regardless of the weapon’s magical properties. The seed within presented unlimited potential.

“Baelon,” King Edris hissed. “The Dark One is enemy to us all. Don’t let him get in your head.”

“I remember when Erador was formed,” Skara announced, running one clawed hand across the foot of a kingly statue. “I remember when its borders were first drawn on a map. I even remember the man I put on the throne—just south of the lake in fact. I crowned him myself. Funny, his name wasn’t Etragon. That must mean somewhere down the line, your ancestor put an end to that bloodline and took the crown for themselves.” He gave an exaggerated shrug. “History does have a way of repeating itself.”

The king ignored his speech and turned to Baelon. “I implore you to remember your oaths before you regret it!”

The Dragonlord turned on the head of House Etragon, taking to the steps before the throne two at a time until he was face to face with the sovereign. Edris didn’t even get his sword free of the scabbard before Baelon gripped him by the throat and lifted him clean off the floor. Galahart reacted as was expected of him, his sword cleaving the air in a dramatic fashion. He achieved no more than a single step before Raya shot out her hand and struck the spymaster with a telekinetic blast. The older man was blown backwards, into the stone benches that lined the chamber in tiers of three.

“I am in control here,” Baelon uttered, his face upturned to the king’s. “And the only thing I regret is not doing this centuries ago.”

While Skara was listening to every word, his eyes rested solely on Vander, who had yet to turn away from The Dark One. He was, no doubt, relaying everything back to Herragax, who would be seeing his scaled arm through her Rider’s memories. It would ultimately strengthen the bond between Skara and the dragon, his lies intricately rooted in logic where the so-called infection was concerned. Indeed, believing that he was taking on a portion of the The Rot would endear him all the more to Herragax.

“You should be thanking me,” Baelon went on, his grip so tight the king’s face was changing colour. “History would have remembered you as just another king who failed to end the war. Now you will be remembered as the king who died so a better ruler could assume the throne, one who will end all the wars.”

The doors to the throne room exploded from their hinges, scattering debris amongst the statues and across the floor. Skara wandered a little closer to the throne, allowing him to see down the short corridor and lay eyes on the newcomer.

Kassanda Grey marched into the chamber, her identity drifting out of Herragax’s memories. The dull white scales of her pauldrons and vambraces spoke of her bond to Garganafan, the largest dragon Skara had seen since The Drakalis. Her black skin made it harder to see the intricate pattern of tattoos that lined her bald scalp, but there was something wonderfully ancestral about them that called to Skara’s primitive self. Indeed, they reminded him of the tattoos that had once lined the shaved sides of his own head, eons past, similar even to the ones he now possessed thanks to Gallien’s tastes.

The Dragon Rider’s expression, if not her commanding presence, was far more interesting to The Dark One. The odds were clearly against her—four Riders to one—and yet she stood defiantly before them, her conviction a force unto itself. It almost made him wistful. There had been a time when his every entrance had been like hers.

Kassanda raised her sword, the silvyr tip pointed directly at the Dragonlord. “For your crimes against the realm, on behalf of the king and House Etragon, I sentence you to death, Baelon Vos.”

The older Rider gave half a laugh. “Would you be referring to this king?” He threw Edris aside, the man gasping for air while his crown struck the floor and rolled away—to Skara’s feet. “I’m afraid the authority of House Etragon no longer holds sway over these lands. It is you, Kassanda Grey, who is to suffer death for crimes against the realm—against goodness itself!” Baelon straightened, his chin rising a notch. “Kill her.”


67
LOST AND FOUND


Yamnomora could hardly breathe. Any battlefield was crowded, but being in the streets of a city funnelled great numbers into narrow spaces. Being a dwarf didn’t help matters. In the thick of it, she couldn’t see anything but torsos at eye level and bodies at ground level.

Adding to the swollen numbers, the Kedradi’s skill collided with the traitors’ brutality in such a way that everything was happening at a frantic speed. Everyone was trying to avoid death, but it was coming for them all and from every angle.

Now and then, a burst of fire would streak across the city, its heat carried briefly on the wind. The roar of the flames was the only thing that drowned out the screams of the dying, so many of which were the wounded being trampled on. Yamnomora herself had been unknowingly standing on a man while shoving her axe into the mob. There was simply no avoiding them.

It was in that crushing horde where Yamnomora had lost sight of Cob and Androma. The Kedradi had lost their hold over the western streets, their barricades and flamethrowers overrun. The ensuing flood of men had rammed into the trio, forcing the dwarf south—she thought.

Long having given up calling her companions’ names, Yamnomora did the only thing she could and brought her battle-axe to bear. More often than not, she was missed in the first instance, her foes looking over her to the Kedradi at her back. It was an advantage the dwarf was happy to claim.

“Push!” she roared, using the haft of her axe to shove the traitors back.

Even with the Kedradi and homeguard by her side, they were still being forced back into the south-west outer wall. Pinned against the stone, their numbers would be chiselled down until they were all dead.

“Come on!” the dwarf cried, calling on her rage.

The moment she had enough space, her battle-axe swung up, chopping into one of the traitors right between his legs. He was already being trampled to death by the time Yamnomora was swinging again. She hacked through thighs and waists, severed toes and feet, and cleaved through breastplates wherever she could. All the while, she tasted the blood of others on her tongue.

One of the Kedradi barked something in his native ked. Moments later, the desert warriors were ascending a set of steps carved out of the outer wall. The homeguard followed, eager to stay with the superior allied forces, and all without any regard for the dwarf who fought amongst their haggard ranks.

Yamnomora jabbed her weapon up, catching one of the traitors under the chin. Knocked back, he was soon pushed forwards again by those swarming behind him. The dwarf was ready for him with a short but powerful two-handed swing of her battle-axe, the blade slicing beneath his cuirass and into his gut. Staggered, he could do nothing to stop her from shouldering him back, where he fell over and tripped the pair advancing at his rear. Two successive and hammering strikes of the axe sundered the heads of both men.

An unknown hand, be it one of the homeguard or a Kedradi, yanked her back towards the steps, and the dwarf didn’t argue. She clobbered the nearest man across the face with the flat of the axe blade and made her ascent. Atop the ramparts again, there was nowhere to go but follow the curve of the wall down and round to the south. The other way was baking in dragon’s fire, along with much of the eastern wall and a multitude of buildings across the city.

Valgala was burning, the white city charred to black.

The war machines had only delayed the inevitable, and Garganafan had brought down all the dragons he was going to, now locked in a duel of tooth and claw with a large, silver-scaled dragon. Indeed, the two warring creatures weren’t that far away, battling it out on the frozen plains not far beyond the wall.

“Keep moving!” one of the homeguard called, ushering their numbers south.

It was Captain Hawkins! His journey from the western wall, through the streets and back up to the ramparts, would be a tale worth listening to—should they survive. Defying the odds and what looked like a tapestry of wounds, the captain guarded the rear and faced the pursuing traitors.

Yamnomora lent her battle-axe to the fray.

One after the other was either thrown from the wall or left spewing blood atop the rampart, yet still they came. Yamnomora and the allies were soon pushed back until they couldn’t see the steps they had climbed. Their retreat, however, was slowed down by the debris of a catapult, its frame smashed to pieces by a dragon. To that end, the dwarf tripped over a large splinter of wood and discarded chains.

The battle-axe slipped from her grasp.

Captain Hawkins jumped in, his blade running a traitor through before they could bring their hammer down on Yamnomora. Using what precious seconds he had bought her, the dwarf scrambled to retrieve the weapon. She was gifted more time when a Kedradi spearman leaped into the conflict. He managed to spear two and stab another with a dagger from his belt before the traitors hacked him down.

Her fingers brushed the battle-axe when a boot slammed into her face. She heard the weapon scrape across the stone as it was kicked away. As more feet advanced around her, rough hands snatched at the dwarf, hauling her up. The growls, snarls and hollers of the enemy were all around her—she was being swallowed by their numbers. One man pulled at her hair while others rummaged through her belt for anything they could take. It was the wretch directly in front of her that was a real cause for concern. With a wild look in his eyes, he wasn’t interested in trinkets.

“Never killed a dwarf before!” he rasped eagerly, one hand holding her fast by the collar while the other wielded a short-sword.

Yamnomora gave her best shrug while being detained by so many hands. “I’ve never bitten off a nose before.”

The dwarf snatched one hand free of her captors and grabbed the man by his ear, her dwarven strength more than enough to drag him down a notch. Her teeth clamped around his nose and sank through flesh and cartilage. She twisted and pulled with savage barbarism, and all to the sounds of his agonised terror until her head whipped back, a ragged nose pinched between her teeth.

She spat it in his face.

The traitor was all fury and pain, his banshee-like scream blaring in Yamnomora’s ears. He raised his short-sword, the tip angled to plunge right through her left eye.

It was hard to say what happened next, though it might have been believed that the world was ending in a flash of blue light.

Whatever had impacted the ramparts created a violent swell among those crowded atop the wall. Men crashed into men, with some being cast over the sides, while most were put flat on their face. The noseless traitor was sent barrelling into Yamnomora, who was also sent thundering into those behind her. A cacophonous noise accompanied the impact, only it was a familiar one to Yamnomora’s ears.

She knew well the war song of dwarves.

There must have been two dozen of them, and all clad in whatever armour they had managed to forge in the workshops of Drakanan. They stood a fierce sight to the fallen traitors, who were desperately trying to pick themselves up. It was then, in a moment that should have seen the dwarves charge at their enemy, when all but one of them doubled over and vomited on the stone.

That one, however, was Grarfath Underborn—the Hammerhold.

The first traitor to attack them was struck by The Anther. He vanished in a flash of light, revealing Grarfath in his wake. He was exhausted, drained by porting so many across the country. He dropped to one knee, the hammer propping him up.

“Wait for it,” he insisted, giving the other traitors pause.

All too late did they hear the wailing above them. The same man who first met The Anther fell from the sky and slammed into the clustered group with a thunderclap, killing at least three more.

Behind Grarfath, the wall of dwarves wiped their beards and surged forwards, engulfing the weary smith. The battle was renewed, only Baelon’s traitors now faced a host of fresh-faced dwarves.

Yamnomora took her moment and rolled over, where she came face to noseless face with the same brute who had been eager to stab her in the eye. His grimace was short-lived. Locked in the dwarf’s hands, his head was twisted beyond its capacity, snapping his neck with a satisfying crack.

A shove here and a few wild punches there and Yamnomora was reunited with her battle-axe, her bleeding knuckles oozing all the more as she tightened her grip. Then the dwarf did what she had always thought she did best. The battle-axe swung with mighty abandon, the strength of the earth in her veins and the stubbornness of the stone in her muscles. She only stopped hacking and chopping when she came across Captain Hawkins, the man slumped against the wall, a bloody hand pressed to his ribs.

“Come on,” Yamnomora cajoled, grabbing him under one arm. “Oi!” she hollered, calling a pair of his fellow homeguard over. “Get ’im out o’ ’ere!”

They hauled him away, and a new wave of Kedradi pushed forwards, pincering the traitors between the dwarves. The last of them was brought down by Grarfath himself, The Anther swung wildly in exhaustion to crush his skull. Yamnomora rushed to embrace him, though she might have caught him.

“What are ye doin’ ’ere?”

“What are ye doin’ here?” Grarfath countered, looking about the ramparts. “This is where I left ye! Have ye moved at all?”

Yamnomora didn’t know when she started laughing, but it felt damned good. “What’s all this?” she asked, glancing over the gathered—and now gore-soaked—dwarves.

“I tried to stay,” the smith explained. “I tried for ’em, ye know—to stay. But…”

He looked into her eyes, only instead of pulling her in, like those deep brown orbs usually did, they seemed to be peering well beyond her own eyes, as if the dwarf couldn’t really see her.

“If I turned away from this fight,” he began again, “from this city an’ its people, what would I be teachin’ our people? That survival is enough? That honour can be set aside if the cost is too steep? What I’m doin’… What we’re doin’ is abou’ more than crowns or thrones—its abou’ standin’ when ye’d rather sit. It’s abou’ carryin’ weight others can’t. Morthil might be gone an’ buried, but I won’ see the soul o’ our people be buried with it.”

The smith swallowed, his courage rising.

“But more than all that… I couldn’ leave ye to fight alone. I jus’ couldn’. Neither could they. If ye’re fightin’ ’ere, Mora, then I’m fightin’ ’ere. An’ if ye’re… If ye’re dyin’ ’ere, then I’m dyin’ ’ere.”

Yamnomora’s jaw worked to produce her favoured expletive, a word that would describe how foolish and stupid the smith had been to make that decision.

She kissed him instead.

Pulling back from his lips, though no more than an inch, she said, “We’re not dyin’ ’ere.”

Yamnomora turned away and surveyed Valgala. They needed to find Cob and Androma, two needles in a haystack.

Don’t look for them, she thought. Look for what they’re hunting.

The Dark One.

Her eyes naturally shifted to the north and up, tracking the white tower. The throne room sat at the very top, nestled between the ring of pillars. That’s where the fiend would be going.

“Oi!” she reached out and grabbed the nearest homeguard. “Fastest way to get this lot to the palace?”

With the required directions, the dwarf rallied her kin.

“Are ye with me?” she asked, placing one hand on Grarfath’s shoulder—the smith hadn’t said anything since she kissed him.

“I think I’ll be jus’ fine,” he replied, his smile failing to match up with his obvious fatigue.

Yamnomora tapped her battle-axe twice into the stone at her feet. “Let’s be on with it then! I’ve a monster to slay!”


68
A MERCY


Beset by savage grief, his heart and soul wrenched apart, Gondrith hit harder than ever. Joran hadn’t held the line, giving the Kedradi more time to retreat, so much as he had distracted the anguished Dragon Rider.

Such was Gondrith’s utter fury that his magic became uncontrollable, dangerously manifesting around him. His every step cracked the earth, displaced debris, and sent shivers through the buildings. Joran could feel his eardrums protesting and his veins bulging, to say nothing of the jarring pain that ran though his bones every time he met Gondrith’s sword.

“You would side with them!” he bellowed, his blade sweeping in left and right, his every blow powered by sheer rage. “They took Yillir from me! They took everything!”

Gondrith didn’t just know he was going to die, he wanted to die. He refused to give in to the latter, however, without first taking as many with him as possible.

His hand shot out, the air crackling before a staccato of lightning burst from his fingertips. The word for shield escaped Joran in that desperate second, but his instincts sufficed, brought on by a raised arm and clenched fist. The blinding bolts exploded against nothingness, revealing the weave of colours that made up his shield.

Through the subsequent smoke, Gondrith seemingly flew into Joran, his knee ramming into the young Rider’s chest. His breath snatched, Joran felt his heels leave the ground, if only for an instant before he crashed into a wall.

The world went black.

When sight, smell, and sound returned, he was face-down in the street. Through his cheek and hands he could feel every one of Gondrith’s approaching footsteps. He scrambled to his feet, retrieving Vander’s blade half a second before the bereaved Dragon Rider lashed out. Joran yelled in pain, his deflection quick enough to save his life but too slow to prevent the silvyr from slicing through his arm, just above the left vambrace.

A swift backhand clubbed his jaw and threw him sideways. With the combined agility of a Vahlken and a Rider, he turned his fall into a skidding flip that saw him return to his feet and face his foe. Gondrith was already on him.

They twisted about each other, swords lashing and clashing. What few glimpses Joran managed of the world beyond their duel informed him that everyone was avoiding them, regardless of what side they were on. Indeed, those who got too close were simply hurled back, caught in the maelstrom of Gondrith’s fractious magic.

Joran succeeded in a deft deflection and followed through with a sharp elbow to his enemy’s face. Gondrith staggered away and roared, one hand tearing at the air before unseen hooks ripped the face of a building down. He threw his hand back and out, launching a wall of rubble and debris at the younger Rider.

Again, Joran thrust out his hand, palm open this time, and conjured what he could of a last-second shield. The largest chunks of debris crumbled against it, but his willpower dwindled in the face of so many jagged missiles. The shield shattered, and the last of the wreckage slammed into him.

In a world of smoke and noise, Joran found his sword by touch alone and tried to pick himself up. Everything hurt. Blood tickled his face, running down the contours until he could taste it on his lips.

Like a spirit of vengeance, Gondrith burst through the smoke and slammed his boot up into Joran’s ribs. The young Rider was blasted right through the corner of a building, his body clapping twice against the bricks. Returned to the street—if a different one—he then tumbled and rolled hopelessly limb over limb, coughing up blood.

Gondrith rounded the corner, storming towards him. “I told you,” he rasped, “pain is an ally. Embrace it!”

Joran managed to clasp his forearms together and block the next kick, but he was too dazed to prevent Gondrith’s fist from hammering his face.

“Did you think a few months of Baelon’s tutelage would prepare you for this?” he asked mockingly, hounding the young Rider with blow after blow. “I’m centuries old!”

Joran grunted with a slap of the blade, the flat of the silvyr used to strike his back and sides as he crawled towards his sword.

“You surprised me before,” Gondrith went on, wiping blood from his mouth with a bloody hand, achieving no more than smearing it across his face. “I know what you’re capable of now. That filthy Vahlken blood in your veins doesn’t make you better than us. It doesn’t make you stronger! It doesn’t make you faster!”

Through the raging flames, distant screams, and clashing blades, the young Rider heard a familiar voice on the cold wind.

“Joran!” she hissed, her call too quiet for any but a Vahlken to hear.

Like her voice, the whistling of cutting steel was lost to the surrounding cacophony—but not to Joran’s ears.

His acute senses homed in on the location of the spinning blade, and he called on every reserve of strength to push himself onto his knees and reach out. An ordinary man would have lost a hand, but to Joran’s eyes, the bronze short-sword was moving in slow motion, the hilt easily caught.

Pivoting sharply on one knee, Joran brought his mother’s atori short-sword to bear, blocking Gondrith’s next blow. Laced on silk of the Weavers, it stood up to the biting edge of silvyr and saved the young rider’s life. Robbed of his kill, Gondrith’s eyes were wild with anger. He turned his head just enough to see Androma and Cob emerge from a wall of drifting smoke, the pair streaked with blood and ash.

Joran kicked out, swiping Gondrith’s legs from under him. As he landed on his back, Joran pounced atop him, one hand snatching at his enemy wrist. Snap! Inverted, the bone broke, and Gondrith lost his grip on the silvyr sword. His other hand whipped across to grab the atori blade itself, his fingers and thumb coiled around its stinging edge.

With measured strength, Joran began to plunge the weapon straight down, the tip positioned over Gondrith’s heart. The cream dragon scales of his under suit were incredibly tough, resisting the pressure exerted on the blade. His fingers were not so tough. The atori blade opened his skin to the bone, his hand now slick with blood.

Their eyes locked in the same battle of wills, Gondrith managed a handful of words through his obvious pain. “You would… side… with them… over your own… kind.”

Joran’s face was shaking with the strength he was drawing on. “I won’t let you hurt people,” he stated through gritted teeth. “Valour. Honour. Sacrifice.” With every word he broke off, his mother’ blade sank deeper into Gondrith, finally piercing his under suit and pushing effortlessly through flesh. “Die with those words in your heart, Gondrith, and you might meet Yillir on the eternal shores.”

In his last brief flash of life, a look of hope twinkled in Gondrith’s glazed eyes. It seemed his anger washed away, and his hand lost its grip on the atori blade. Joran drove the short-sword down until he felt the ground beneath the Rider.

Inhaling a lungful of frigid air, Joran rose to his feet, his mother’s blade coming with him. Cob was in the final moments of dispatching a pair from the treacherous army, his scimitar of Draven bone cleaving with a grace underserving of such a cumbersome weapon. Androma was stood perfectly still—she would have been watching Joran had she the eyes to see him. Regardless, Joran felt very seen by the old Rider.

“Do you understand now?” Androma said, clinging to The Green Leaf’s staff. “You never had a choice to make. Those who know goodness, who harbour it in their very bones, have but one path, and they can but follow it. That’s what makes you who you are, Joran, and that’s all you ever have to be.”

Profound and true as that was, Joran couldn’t manage a smile, not while he was standing over a dead man, and killed by his own hands no less.

A hand clapped his shoulder, turning him to face Cob. The ranger had a knowing look in his eyes, as if he understood what Joran was going through in that tumultuous moment.

“I’ve killed in a fit of rage,” he said. “I’ve killed to defend myself and others. Choosing to end a life always feels different. When the time comes, and you question your actions here, know that you did the right thing.”

It was a mercy, Joran thought, picking up Vander’s silvyr blade. Yillir was dead, and living without one’s dragon, especially after centuries together, was a living torment. He had only to look at Androma to see the misery she wore on her sleeve.

“Oh!” came a coarse holler from down the street. “There ye are!”

The voice preceded a small horde of dwarves, led by Yamnomora and Grarfath. The smith looked utterly fatigued, worrying Joran since he had become fond of the smith during their time together in camp. A battlefield seemed the last place for him to be.

Yamnomora brought them all to an abrupt stop when she spotted Joran. Her eyes darted from the young Rider to the dead Rider at his feet. A quick glance at Cob and Androma, who stood close to him, melted her look of trepidation and replaced it with a hearty smile.

“Glad to see ye’ve come to yer senses, laddy!” she cheered. “I take it ye didn’ find the wretch,” she added assumingly, looking to the others.

The ranger shook his head. “It’s getting harder to navigate the streets—they’re pouring in.”

“The Kedradi are retreating south,” Joran reported. “Any surviving homeguard appear to be following them.”

“What abou’ the people in the east?” Yamnomora queried, clearly concerned for Valgala’s natives.

“They’ve already opened the gates,” Cob replied. “They’re flooding the plains.”

“To what end?” Androma put in grimly. “There’s nothing out there but frozen earth.”

“They’ll get chased down by this lot,” Yamnomora complained, nodding her head at the destruction around them.

“They’ll have nothing to fear if we cut the head off the snake,” Joran declared. “If we can defeat The Dark One and Baelon Vos, we might be able to turn the tide.”

Yamnomora patted him on the arm. “Fightin’ talk, laddy! I like it!”

“We should locate Kassanda before picking that fight,” Androma pointed out. “It wouldn’t hurt to have another Dragon Rider on our side.”

“It’s a damned miracle we found ye,” Grarfath stated glumly.

“He ain’ wrong,” Yamnomora agreed. “We picked this street because it leads straight to the palace. Kassanda could be anywhere in this mess.”

“Found her,” the ranger announced, neck craned.

Joran and the others followed his gaze, up the central tower to its very top, where the throne room looked out on the realm. It was up there, between the hulking pillars, that they all witnessed the flashes of light through the snow fall, a myriad of colours that could only be a joust of magic.

A pit opened inside Joran’s stomach. Kassanda faced them alone.

If that pit had a face, it would look exactly like Grarfath Underborn. “Wait. We’ve got to get all the way up there?”

“Aye,” Yamnomora said, looking at The Anther in the smith’s hand. “But no one said we’ve to walk it.”

Grarfath hesitated, his eyes dashing left and right—calculating. “I don’t… I don’t know if I can… There’s a lot o’ us. I’ve never even seen the throne room.”

Yamnomora smiled at the smith, and with a warmth and affection that spoke of something more to Joran.

“Ye’re not the only Hammerhold, remember?” She reached down and picked up Gondrith’s silvyr sword, twisting the weapon so she could offer the hilt to Grarfath while her other hand flexed expectantly.

A slight quirk pushed at Grarfath’s beard before he happily handed over the hammer and wielded the sword instead.

“I can’t take all o’ us,” the red-headed dwarf said, before turning to her gathered kin. “Ye lot go east. Get as many people as ye can to the south.”

“Why bother?” barked an ominous and nauseatingly familiar voice.

Through the smoke he appeared, tall and broad, his mutated muscles holding a single man aloft, skewered on his sword—Obrin’s silvyr sword. Joran’s dislike of Slait was deeply personal, be it the way he spoke ill of his mother or the fact that Slait had spent seventeen years hunting him down.

“Whoever survives these treacherous runts will only suffer the cleansing fire of my people,” the zealot went on, shoving the traitor off his blade. “They were doomed from the moment the Eikor shrugged their ancestors from their putrid flesh.”

Androma sighed. “He’s like a rash that won’t go away.”

Yamnomora hefted The Anther. “I can make ’im go away.”

“Kassanda needs us,” Joran reminded everyone. “Yamnomora, let’s go.”

Slait stepped forwards, causing every weapon among them to come up and point at the Andaren.

“I want his head,” the Dawn Sword proclaimed. “The Dragonlord. I want to cleave the bastard’s head from his shoulders. We can finish our fight after that,” he added, look specifically at Joran.

Yamnomora sniffed. “The day I trust kuds like ye is the day Warhogs sprout wings.”

Grarfath put a hand on her arm. “Kassanda brought him for a reason,” he said, a wary look cast the Andaren’s way. “Let’s unleash ’im.”

“He’s as likely to die as any of us,” Cob opined, stepping closer to gather the necessary huddle.

“More likely if he gets in me way,” Yamnomora chuntered. “Try anythin’ an’ I swear to the old gods I’ll port yer sorry arse to the watery depths o’ Morthil.”

Slait cracked his neck and stepped inside the group’s perimeter. Joran found his grin outright offensive, his teeth splashed with blood.

Finding some space between them, Yamnomora raised The Anther. They were taking the fight to the enemy.
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SEARING GOLD


Time Unknown…

“Fire!” Daijen yelled, his hope to live poured into that one word.

Malliath paused, his open jaws slowly closing again. He had been seconds away from closing them around the Vahlken, giving in to his despair if not his echo sickness.

Fire? the apparition glowered. If it wants fire, let it taste the fire’s of my belly!

Malliath snorted, his eyes shut tight. He was fighting himself for control.

“Fire is your greatest weapon,” Daijen said, aware that he was fighting as well, if for his life and not control. “Barad-Agin fears your fire. That’s why he did… what he did.”

Fire…

The word spilled out of Malliath’s mind like the name of a long lost lover. He turned into the shadows of his dwelling as if retreating into memory, where he might recall the flames.

Don’t listen to it! the spectre hissed, its mirror image flitting about Malliath’s head. Escape! Vengeance! Fire! It’s all just hope wrapped in lies! I want to feel it slide down my throat!

“I can give you fire,” Daijen stated, making his offer while he still drew breath.

Malliath’s head twitched towards him, abolishing his ravenous echo. How? he asked plainly.

Daijen couldn’t believe he was going to say it aloud. “I can remove the growths from around your glands if you would let me… climb inside your mouth.”

However brief, a flash of revelation rippled across Malliath’s eyes—purple orbs that had seen empires rise and fall.

The dragon’s head descended like a mountain kneeling. His snout withdrew, and a sheer wall of bone-smooth teeth, tall as spears, stood firmly before the Vahlken. Foot by foot they parted, his jaws extending until the hanging teeth were like pale stalactites above him.

His answer given, Malliath waited.

Daijen did his best to assess the situation with a critical mind and without any attention to the blaring alarm set off by his every nerve.

Yes, the echo said, the word measured and gritty. Let him crawl inside of his own free will! His fear will only make him taste better!

Daijen hesitated. There were so many different ways to die in this scenario, and none of them pleasant. He envisioned the jaws snapping together while he was mid-climb, severing him in two.

Do it, Malliath urged him.

Daijen had to remind himself that the echo was a detached personality, opinions and words formed in a part of Malliath’s mind that was operating independently.

That wasn’t to say the raging mad apparition didn’t hold some sway…

Daijen sighed. As ever, he found himself in a position where there was only one option—always forwards.

A good leap and he managed to grab hold of two teeth, his hands wrapped around the points, while his feet pressed against the wall of ridged bone. He looked up again, spying the uneven row of teeth that had only to drop to spell his doom.

Flipping himself over, he came down on the inside of Malliath’s mouth and stepped into what felt like a furnace. Daijen could hardly believe the size of it, that any living creature could possess jaws so vast, the sides arching with ribbed flesh that glistened in the gloom. But that heat. It pressed down like a living thing.

Rivulets of saliva dripped from the ceiling of the maw like strings of molten glass. The air was heavy with rot.

Making his way on hands on knees, he ascended the meaty tongue, wondering as he did how many had felt that very same thing in their final moments.

“We alone must tread where others dare not,” he said to himself. “This is not what I had in mind.”

At the rear of the mouth, nestled between the two walls of teeth, were the glands, each a long cylinder of muscle that disappeared into the back of the jaw. He examined them closely, eager to get out of the dragon’s mouth. They were veiled in dark, lichenous growth. Spongy tendrils had wrapped around the ducts like a strangler vine. Pale fungal fruiting bodies pulsed faintly. Every twitch of the dragon’s throat sent a tremor through the flesh, exciting odours and fluids from various pores.

The fungal corruption had a shape like nothing he had ever seen in Verda. It was as if it had a sense of… architecture.

Intelligent design.

Gnarled tendrils latticed over the glands in a nest of pale, veined cords. Fleshy bulbs reigned supreme with a faint bioluminescence. The core growth had worked its way into the ducts, choking the passages through which the deadly liquid once flowed.

Daijen cleared his throat. “I’m going to… begin.”

Just do it, came Malliath’s drifting thoughts.

Just gulp! his echo growled. One gulp and he will be sucked into the abyss! He will melt in the stomach if he doesn’t suffocate in the throat!

Daijen took a breath and set himself to the task. To dwell on the reality of his situation was to be paralysed with…

He purged himself of fear then, the emotion rising like bile. He had been trained to quash it, to conquer it. His fear wouldn’t see him reunited with Valyra. His fear wouldn’t see them free of Nyxdrasil.

The outer layer was spongy, resistant. When he dug in, it gave way with a wet pop, like bruised fruit. Slime coated his hand. His fingers found a fibrous root within, twined around the gland’s duct like a tightening fist.

It resisted, clinging like a parasite. The dragon’s throat tensed. A low groan thundered through his body.

Daijen braced his forearm against the dragon’s tongue and reached deeper. Fungal cords squelched as he peeled them back, inch by inch, fingernails tearing into the rubbery flesh. Spores hissed out in bursts, drifting toward his face, inducing nausea.

With both hands now, he plunged in again and grasped the core of the mass, a bulbous knot at the centre, where the tendrils met. It pulsed like a beating heart. And he ripped.

Malliath groaned, his head shifting, threatening Daijen’s balance.

The thing came loose with a tearing, wet sound, long ropes of fungus trailing behind. Strings of stinking sinew clung to his wrists, finally snapping as he flung the mass aside, where it slapped wetly against a back molar and slithered down the tongue, there to meet that acid the echo had spoken of.

The ducts beneath were raw. Blackened. Blistered. But open.

He worked quickly now, clawing away the remnants, scraping the duct clean with the edge of his nails, and scooping out stubborn growths that had rooted deep into the gland.

“I think that’s one cleared,” he reported. “I’ll move on to the other.”

Apart from one precarious moment where he nearly slipped further into the gullet, Daijen managed to navigate his way to the other side of the mouth. With gritted teeth and frayed nerves, he repeated the process.

When the job was finally accomplished, Malliath raised his head and bowed, allowing the Vahlken to drop out in a shower of bloody saliva and fungal debris. The dragon went on to hack and cough, his head shaking and twisting.

Yes! His ethereal mirror image was flaring, the spores bringing those most concentrated thoughts to life. Yes! Yes! Now we can burn the little thing! Then we can burn it all! I want to set the Shadow Realm on fire! Let’s be rid of every trace of magic!

The colossal black dragon reared back his head and attempted to roar. It was sickly at first, his throat dampened by too much blood, mucus, and debris. But he tried again, and again until⁠—

Daijen slapped his hands over his ears, and it still wasn’t enough. His bones trembled as much as the tree did, the roots of the gate writhing in protest.

When, at last, he stopped, Malliath inhaled a short sharp breath. Daijen knew what came next. The Vahlken dived to one side and remained exactly where he fell, one hand coming up to shield his eyes.

For the first time in untold centuries, The Drakalis banished the shadows.

The liquids hissed from swollen glands and ignited in a storm of searing gold. For just a second, Malliath’s obsidian scales shimmered with the light of old suns, the dragon standing defiantly—regally—as a relic of the dawn age come again.

His fire engulfed the organic gate with enough heat to melt stone. To that end, Daijen was forced to crawl away as fast as he could, his skin stinging from the roiling air.

When that fiery epoch came to an end, the flames scattered like windblown ash, filling the cavern with smoke. The Vahlken dashed for the entrance, his chalky skin and white hair coated in soot and ash. He wafted the smoke to better breathe, but it was almost entirely fanned by Malliath’s hulking presence as he departed his cage.

From every crevice, forge, and cell they came, loyal Hollowborn ready to die for their dread master. They were more like ants pouring out of their burrows, leaping at the dragon with mad abandon, as if any one of them possessed a weapon capable of taming him.

Daijen shielded his eyes again, the light of Malliath’s fire a righteous blaze that shone brighter than anything the Shadow Realm have ever known. Scores of Hollowborn were stopped in their tracks, lost to the flames, their fungal bodies screaming and bursting. The heavy scent of ash soon mixed with the rot and dead flesh carried by the spore-mist.

Malliath turned his head back and spat more fire across his body, scorching those that had jumped on him from elevated cells and workshops. But he wasn’t nearly finished. The dragon stomped, grounding Hollowborn into their precious dead tree, and the dragon heaved his spiked tail, impaling the smaller monsters who had been unleashed. There was no stopping him.

More fire.

More screaming.

More death.

With every breath, the dragon called down the sun, and all who stood before it were judged by fire. And so Malliath roasted the Sorrow Vaults from the inside out, torching anything and everything. He appeared unaware of the spears, swords, and axes protruding from various places across his body, all lodged between scales into patches of exposed hide where the Vortherax had raked at him. He was a walking apocalypse, his every stride ridding the Shadow Realm of yet more Hollowborn.

And every which way his horned head might turn, fire was sure to follow. There was no escaping it, not that the Hollowborn attempted such a thing. They continued to charge at the dragon in droves, abandoning their hellish work only to be disintegrated down to the ankles.

His echo sickness was there to see, manifesting beside him. The mirror image was greatly distorted, however, by the constant displacement and burning of spores. Still, its voice cut through the chaos, calling for more, always hungry for death and retribution. It was a blight on his mind.

When one of the unchained monsters attacked, its body a chitinous mass of plates and too many legs, Malliath clamped his jaws about it, the creature not much larger than a horse. The muscles around his mouth tightened and coiled with furious glee until the creature’s body shattered and crunched in an explosion of gore. The dragon spat out the debris, knocking over a group of fungal knights, before he, again, unleashed his breath. They cooked inside their armour, thrashing for only a second before the intense heat melted through their putrid skin and bones.

Weaving through the patches of fire and scarred earth, Daijen did his best to keep up with Malliath, but the dragon progressed so much further than him with every thunderous step. The Vahlken was tempted to pick up a discarded sword, but his instincts told him it was too hot to touch, the steel charred. Weaponless as he was, with only his ruined trousers about him, Daijen began searching every cell he came across, searching desperately for Valyra. He called out her name and climbed to check some of the higher cells wherever he could.

For all his training, there was no fighting the fear that rose in him when it came to Valyra’s safety. His search became all the more frantic when he came across the cells harbouring abominations and the creatures cursed by Barad-Agin’s work. The Vahlken was already imagining the wrath he would bring to bear against The Blood-drinker if he had maimed the Aegre.

Eat the bird! Malliath’s apparition bellowed, bringing Daijen’s search to a skidding stop. I am so damned hungry! Just eat it! I want to rip and tear and chew!

“No!” the Vahlken was shouting, sprinting past streaks of fire and blackened corpses.

Malliath swivelled his enormous head, purple eyes locking onto him. For just a moment, Daijen feared the dragon had lost himself to the flames and violence, preventing him from seeing the Andaren as an ally.

You would free this creature as well? he asked, though his words were distorted by the breaks in the spore-mist.

Daijen slowed to a jog as he approached the cell in question. He had expected to see Valyra rearing up on her back legs, preparing to battle the black dragon as she would. Instead, the Aegre was lying on the ground, just as he had been when he awoke in his cell. And just like him, she was lying on a heap of fungal sludge, from which hundreds of growths and vines had wormed across her body and fused with her flesh.

“No,” Daijen breathed, crouching by his companion’s side.

His hands glided through the air, tracing the many vines and clusters of dark mushrooms that clung to her. He was soon drawn to a bundle of mycelium cords, where most of the fungal growth had gathered together. He tracked the pulling veins and slimy sludge across the floor of the cell, taking his gaze to the far wall.

The Vahlken stood up very slowly, his icy blue eyes scouring every detail of the thing growing inside Valyra’s cell. Thus far, a single wing, half a front leg, and most of a ribcage had formed out of the connected sludge, the fresh skeleton coiled in fine veins, tendons, and even some muscle growth.

“What… What is this?”

Malliath hammered his tail flat to the ground and unintentionally squashed six Hollowborn knights in one as he shifted his considerable bulk to lower his head.

Stinking magic! the spectre fumed, gnashing at the air. Burn it! Burn it all!

The wizard steals your essence, Malliath explained. The fungus will take what it needs and build something in its image, like the Hollowborn. From that new creation, the wizard can make more in his cradle.

Daijen saw a vision of the future—a nightmare that would bring about everlasting night. How much more powerful would Barad-Agin be with an army of twisted Aegres? And what of himself? He had been fused with the same fungal matter, his mind even invaded by The Hollow King. Did The Deceiver now have the blueprint to grow Vahlken soldiers? It occurred to him then that he had already seen a fungal clone in the flesh.

“The Vortherax,” he said grimly.

Yes, Malliath confirmed. Grown from my essence.

Daijen’s mind shifted to violence, a state of being he had always found to be calming, allowing him to think clearly and even perceive more. Perhaps that was why he so quickly located the slaiken blade. The elongated sword was still strapped to his saddle, which had been mostly left by the fungus since it was of little use.

The Vahlken took the six foot blade in hand. He didn’t hesitate. One chopping blow from the silvyr edge sliced right through the thick cords that ran across the floor, severing the monstrous clone from the real thing.

With a locked jaw, Daijen drove the blade into the ground and scrambled to free Valyra of the organic webbing. He pulled and twisted, tore and yanked, until the threads snapped and popped, spilling sickening fluids across her feathers. The more he detached, the more the Aegre began to rouse, her yellow eyes fluttering.

“That’s it,” he coaxed, discarding more vines. “Come on, Valyra! Listen to my voice! Come on!”

Her wings twitched, and her talons jerked. Several feet away, her fine tail uncoiled and swayed lightly. Finally, after using both hands to remove the corded bundle at the base of her head, Valyra snapped awake.

Daijen was thrown aside by a flexing wing and nearly torn to ribbons by clacking talons, the Aegre on her feet in seconds. She squawked and growled, her naturally hooked weapons tearing at the ground as she squared off with Malliath, whose snout eclipsed the entrance of her cell.

“Easy!” Daijen bade, even before he found his feet again. “Easy! Valyra! It’s me! Easy now! It’s all right!” He placed himself between them, showing the Aegre that he was willingly turning his back towards Malliath, a sign that he trusted the dragon.

Valyra managed to focus on him, though her agitation was still very apparent. Her body was bleeding from a plethora of wounds where the fungal matter had bonded to her.

“We’re getting out of here,” Daijen said clearly, one hand thrown up. “Out. Understand? We’re leaving with the dragon.”

Malliath had already turned away from the cell and returned to torching the Sorrow Vaults and stray Hollowborn, so much of which continued to be narrated by his detached personality.

“Come,” the Vahlken bade, claiming his slaiken blade as he backed out of the cell. “Come.”

The Aegre followed him, her head twitching and eyes darting. In a world of fire and smoke, they came together again as Daijen climbed into his saddle and returned his weapon to its place beside him. He became keenly aware than that they were to flee without his scimitar, atori blade, fur cloak of victory, and even his armour of Weaver’s silk. They were so much of who he was—of what he was.

But time was against them. How much of a head start did Barad-Agin already have, his beasts and army on course for the portal? Malliath began to ascend the sheer walls of the Sorrow Vaults, his earth-shattering claws biting into the bark stone while his long tail swished gently beneath him.

There was all the weapon he needed, Daijen decided. It was the weapon he had come for after all, and a weapon he was willing to sacrifice his own for.

He beat his heels, and Valyra beat her wings, taking them from the charred ground in a plume of ash and spores. She flew up, keeping parallel with the dragon until he leaned out, his front claw still gripped to the walls. Once more did he conjure that storm of searing gold, only now the flames burst through the knotted roots that formed Vireth Kael’s battleground.

It came back to him then, the final words of The Eldan before Skara’s helm brought about his doom in the heart of the imperial palace.

“His chains are destined to be broken by the power of Handuin.”

And so they were.

Malliath’s bulk finished the job, shoving aside the tough bark and leaving a hole more than big enough for Valyra to fly through.

Soaring over the arena, Nyxdrasil lay beneath them in all its dark glory. Between its staggeringly tall towers and bulbous domes, the streets were packed, its inhabitants making for the Mawgate as one. They were on the march.

Looking back, Daijen watched as Malliath walked up the slope of Vireth Kael’s interior, bringing him to the edge. He stood there for a long moment, a stone gargoyle and cathedral in size. His echo slithered about around him, its words too distant to discern but undoubtedly spouting its barbed opinions. Whatever it said, the black dragon cracked the air with one mighty roar, a signal to all the worlds that vengeance had been granted a body of flesh and blood.

His wings, scarred and torn, flexed at his sides, unfurling in all their majesty. His knees bent and the wings arched that much higher, his strength building. On a thunderous billowing of air and spores, he launched into the sky.

At last, he remembered what he was.
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After spitting out the last of his breakfast, Cob regarded those he had ported into the palace beside. What an unusual company they were. The two dwarves stood unaffected by the teleportation, though Yamnomora initially used Grarfath’s shoulder to support herself. Joran and Slait stood immune to the acute bout of nausea, informing the ranger that something in their Vahlken mutation aided the spacial transition.

Like Cob, however, Androma had been doubled over by the immediate cramp and urge to vomit. Older in her mortal years, she was forced down to her hands and knees by the episode. Cob’s attention lingered on her. She was more a warrior than all of them, but hours of fighting and trekking around the city had taken its toll.

Still, he knew better than to insist she stay behind.

“I’ve no interest in what follows,” Androma had said to him in Qalanqath. “I’ve already sampled the very best this life has to offer. But I’ll be damned if I don’t see this war to its end.”

“I’m fine,” she said, voice grating, and only a second before the ranger could place a hand on her back. The old Rider found her feet, staff and sword in hand.

“Where are we?” Slait demanded.

“The physician’s suite,” Yamnomora answered, shoving past him to reach the doors. “Throne room’s this way.”

Cob waited until they had all filed out, particularly Slait, who raised an eyebrow at the motionless ranger.

“I’ll not have you at my back,” the Kedradi stated.

The zealot chuckled and departed behind the dwarven smith. “No hard feelings about trying to kill you back at the camp, eh?” He even had the guile to jovially nudge the dwarf.

Grarfath looked up at the Andaren with a sneer of disdain, his dark skin creased into shadowed folds. “First chance I get to hit ye with that hammer, I promise I ain’ portin’ ye anywhere. I’m jus’ goin’ to crush yer damned skull in.”

Again, Slait was moved to quiet amusement. “I think there might be a line now…”

“This way!” Yamnomora called from the front. “Move yer arses!”

Cob adjusted Yalaqin on his back—the wizard’s sword had never been such a burden. Still, it was the closest thing he had to the old man. In some ways, it almost felt like he was right there with them, seeing it through to the end.

The sound of destruction and unbridled magic tore through the halls of the palace, focusing the ranger. He thought to use his bow, giving him some range and, just maybe, the opportunity to kill his quarry from afar, bringing a swift end to the madness. He decided to keep the bow where it was, nestled beside his quiver and Yalaqin. Arrows would only encourage his foes to use magic. Engaging them in close quarters combat was the only path to victory, to ending the curse.

The ranger’s hand squeezed all the tighter around the hilt of his Draven scimitar. This was it. This was to be the moment. The curse of House Thayne would go no further.

As one, the group burst into the throne room, where titans warred.

Kassanda was a living storm. She flitted, pivoted, twisted, and flipped between three other Dragon Riders. By the red of his scaled pauldrons and vambraces, Cob knew the blond warrior to be Vander. He came at Kassanda from numerous angles, though he looked to be getting in the way of the others more than anything. His unplanned thrust interfered with a female Rider of blue scales, granting Kassanda a chance to throw her arm out and slam into the blue Rider’s chest, putting her on her back.

With a battle cry, a yellow-scaled Rider leapt at Kassanda from behind. She was already gone by the time his blade shot through the air, her own sword rolling around to slap the flat of the silvyr across the back of his head. A prompt kick to the spine threw him into Vander, gifting Kassanda a moment to breathe.

The stage that was to be their grand battle fell into silence, all eyes turning to the newcomers. Cob merely glanced at Baelon Vos, the king, and Galahart, his attention homing like an arrow to its target on the far side of the circular chamber. Perched on the arm of the throne, the crown of Erador hooked on the other, Skara Pendain looked back at them with a hint of mild bemusement. Of course, The Dark One’s gaze quickly shifted to Joran.

There was no small amount of conflict on the young Rider’s face. Indeed, Cob himself found he was confronted by hesitation at the sight of Gallien Drakalis.

“Don’t let your emotions deceive you,” the ranger implored. “He is The Dark One.”

Slait alone turned a curious expression on Cob, the only one among them confined by Skaramangian indoctrination.

Stood before the throne, at the base of the steps, was a pillar of authority and control, clad in black and bronze, his pauldrons and vambraces reflecting Kalaghan’s honey-coloured scales, accented by the odd scale of silver and copper. Yet to wield his sword, Baelon Vos held Gallien’s—Skara’s—axe.

“Joran,” he said sternly, his baritone voice cutting through the chamber. “What are you doing?”

“I see what you’re fighting for now,” the young Rider replied boldly, a pointed look at the throne behind the Dragonlord. “What I’m fighting for is out there, and there are thousands of them. People are dying, Baelon. Innocent people! Whether I’m fighting with conviction or valour, authority or honour… Whether I know victory or sacrifice… I am still fighting for them. If that means I’m fighting you, then so be it.”

A singular and mockingly hollow applause resounded from the throne. “What a lovely, lovely little speech,” Skara proclaimed. “Would anyone else like to say a few words before they die horribly?”

Slait leaned down towards Cob, seemingly unaware of the dire situation. “I thought he was on your side?”

“Enough!” Baelon snapped, half a scolding glance spared for Skara at his back. “You disappoint me, Joran. I thought you stronger than this, but to be swayed by misguided fools—to stand beside a mutant, a murderer.” The Dragonlord was shaking his head.

“Why shouldn’t I say the same of you?” Joran countered, looking from Baelon to Skara and back.

A fit of rage looked to take over the Dragonlord before nine hundred years of discipline won out, his mouth closing, jaw relaxing. “I urge you to reconsider, Joran. Your potential is too significant to be left in the hands of others. Stand with me and⁠—”

“I killed Gondrith.” Joran’s response stopped Baelon like a blade to the heart.

The Dragonlord’s chin rose by a subtle notch. “You have made your choice then,” he replied, voice low and brimming with contempt.

Joran shifted on the spot, though he never quite looked at Androma. “It was never a choice.”

“Run, Joran!” the king yelled, his body mid-leap.

The dagger in his royal hand flashed in the torchlight. Skara would have taken the blade in the neck had he not been so quick to defend himself. It was then that Cob noted his fiendish arm of red scales and obsidian claws. The ranger had never seen anything like it, but he watched that same arm whip out and up, there to snatch at the king’s wrist, halting the dagger. He appeared to do no more than squeeze, eliciting a garbled groan from His Grace, forcing him to drop the weapon.

As the dagger fell, the winds of war swept through the throne room.

Upon those violent currents, Kassanda surged towards Baelon, where her blade met his axe. Their furious entwining displaced the yellow and blue Riders, both of whom were forced to tackle a charge of dwarves, one of whom was able to port behind them before attacking. Only feet away, Galahart freed his sword and darted at the Riders with excellent form. Vander had been on the verge of stepping in and aiding his fellow Riders when he was confronted by Androma, her blade nicking his throat in challenge.

Slait entered the fray like a battering ram, his skills added to Kassanda’s in her duel with Baelon. The Dragonlord was forced into a retreating pattern, often saved from a deathly blow by his scaled armour. Falling on his magic, Baelon shot out a hand and shoved a wall of hard air into The Dawn Sword, launching him into the stone stalls. Kassanda fought back with magic of her own, conjuring fire from thin air and hurling it at her opponent. Baelon repelled every one with a translucent shield until Kassanda was on him, sword swinging.

As the Andaren was picking himself out of the broken stone, Cob and Joran were charging through the heated skirmish. There they faced The Dark One, his lips parting just enough to show teeth—not in joy, but in warning. He released King Edris from his beastly grip and pushed him away, down the steps.

Bounding between them, Skara deflected Joran’s blow with his monstrous hand and ducked under Cob’s sweeping attack. Like a viper, The Dark One shot up and raked his hand across the ranger’s face, gouging his skin from brow to jaw with five stinging claws. Momentarily blinded, Cob didn’t even see the foot that slammed into his gut, throwing him to the floor.

By the time Cob could see again, blinking blood from his eyes, Joran was entangled in a fight for his life. In one hand he lashed out with a silvyr sword and with the other he brought his mother’s short-sword to bear. Skara either evaded with swift and measured footwork or deflected with what appeared to be an arm of dragon scales.

When he wasn’t on the defensive, he was making Joran bleed.

The young Rider yelled and grunted in pain as The Dark One landed opportune blows and cutting strikes of his claws. Dropped to one knee, he was at the mercy of those claws, but he was not to perish so long as the Kedradi ranger was by his side. Flipping onto his feet, Cob pivoted and brought his Draven scimitar around in a two-handed swing. The crab-like hook at the head of the blade should have cleaved through Skara’s torso, cuirass or not, yet it did no more than hammer the fiend, knocking him into the steps of the throne.

Suspecting magic was at work, the ranger came at him again with an over-head strike. This time he would hew the monster’s head in half. As his blade went up, however, Skara opened his human palm. From across the chamber, Baelon’s silvyr sword was ripped free from his belt in a flash of silver, succumbing to The Dark One’s summons.

With his dragon hand securing the flat of the blade and his human hand gripped to the hilt, Skara blocked Cob’s downwards strike. A quick kick shoved the ranger back, where he joined Joran once more.

“Together,” the young Rider breathed.

The Dark One didn’t give them the chance, leaping into their midst again. With Baelon’s sword in his hand, he struck left, then right, always moving, always evading, and always with a wolfish grin on his face. His fighting style was unlike anything Cob had ever encountered, placing him somewhere between a wild animal and a master swordsman. It made him unpredictable, a fact that was tenfold when combined with his deadly claws.

Joran didn’t fall—he was thrown, a pommel crashing into his face, followed by an elbow cracking against the side of his skull. The fight ejected him like debris from a storm. Before he even struck the floor, Skara was already surging forward, jaws open in a bestial roar, tongue flicking like a serpent tasting blood.

Cob barely had time to brace.

The two clashed in a flash of metal and fury—Draven bone scraping against silvyr, the shriek of their weapons as harsh as the blows themselves. Cob was running on fumes now, every muscle screaming for rest. Adrenaline was all he had left, and even that was starting to burn out.

But he couldn't stop.

Not here. Not now.

Skara’s silvyr blade danced across his forearm, then whipped back with a cruel curve, biting into his waist. The force of the slash disarmed him—his scimitar clattered across the floor, useless. Claws followed—long and jagged—ripping through his leathers like parchment, scoring five deep crimson lines across his chest.

Cob staggered. Then came the kick.

Skara spun with inhuman grace, lifting into a twisting back kick Gallien could never have ever executed. The boot connected squarely with his broken chest, and the world inverted.

The ranger hit the floor hard. Pain exploded in his skull, and the world blurred around the edges. Lying there, body screaming, ribs splintered and thoughts swimming in fire, Cob stared up at the vaulted chamber ceiling. He blinked, struggling to hold focus, his limbs like stone, his breath shallow.

The battle raged on, but from where he lay, it might as well have been a world away.

Strewn between the various battles were the corpses of the royal guard, many of whom were on fire, caught in the sparring of spells. Through the smoke that drifted from their bodies, he glimpsed Androma fighting Vander. She looked to be marred by just as many wounds as the Kedradi, and always fighting from a place of retreat.

Not far from her, Yamnomora and Grarfath did their best to blend their own brand of fighting with the spymaster’s. At least Yamnomora did, The Anther flashing about as she ported around her foes. The smith was always picking himself up, frequently caught on the boot end of an abrupt kick. Still, he showed his mettle standing up to a pair of Dragon Riders, his strength and courage admirable.

The real fight was taking place among the surrounding benches, where Baelon Vos battled Kassanda and Slait. The three of them rose and fell with the stone benches, always pivoting and leaping between traded blows. In their wake, they streaked the white stone with garish blood.

“I thought your people were beheld as the greatest warriors this side of The Drifting Sea,” Skara goaded, examining the Kedradi blood running down the length of Baelon’s sword. “I see you’re just as ordinary as everyone else. How disappointingly dull.”

Cob spat a mouthful of blood that had dripped over his lips. He rolled over, one hand after the other finding its place beneath him until he could push himself up, onto his feet. He caught a glimpse of Joran. So young and inexperienced and yet there he was, in the middle of a fight he had no right to be in. And why? Because for all his naivety, he still knew good from evil, and he was willing to die holding that line. Cob would be damned if he wasn’t willing to do the same.

The ranger gritted his teeth.

It was time. Time to die. He was content with that. He would throw himself at his enemy, the generational nemesis who had kept his ancestors drowning in blood, and he would vanquish that foe. They would die together, and the curse would be lifted.

In his heart, he knew it was for naught without the Last Ballad of Hope, but he had to try.

For Aurelian.

His dark eyes roamed the floor and located his Draven scimitar. Skara kicked it towards him, a hungry look contorting the smuggler’s face. Cob almost picked it up, but to what end? He barely had the energy to lift his arms—he couldn’t even take a deep breath without his chest feeling like it would implode. Added to that, he felt sluggish, his reactions softened, dulled. He would be dead before he completed his first swing.

There was only one path to victory now.

Madness.

“For Aurelian,” he whispered.

His right hand reached over his shoulder and grasped the green hilt of Yalaqin. Aphrandhor’s blade rang free, the steel kissing the air. He took it in two hands, his muscles adjusting to its weight. He envisioned himself fighting with it, killing with it, and all to the sound of drums. They beat rapidly in his mind, drowning out the chaotic environment. His vision was drawn to the sigil emblazoned in the centre of the guard—a spider with too many legs.

He had never noticed it before…

The sigil came alive, the spider prising itself from the guard. He blinked hard. It wasn’t real. He knew it wasn’t real. The madness had manifested before his eyes and it had him in its grip. The spider scurried on little iron legs and dashed over his hand and up his arm. He felt its pincer feet prickle the skin on his neck and then⁠—

He felt a moment of acute discomfort as it crawled inside his ear canal. There it rooted, a sickness, a disease of magic itself.

As always, Adonis Thayne was there to greet him. As he had experienced in Thedaria, the chamber was steadily filling up with images of his father, and all of them laughing hysterically. They pointed and jibed, criticising the other fighters and their styles of combat. One of them even wolf whistled at Kassanda and made lurid gestures with his hands.

Cob found it hilarious, an easy smile taking over his face and revealing all his teeth. What had been a terrible chorus of drums in his ears was now replaced by the rapid thumping of his own heart, the beat so fast one could dance to it. Fully dilated, his black eyes took in the man before him, the Great Shadow, the Eikor, the Talakin, The Dark One.

Adonis was clapping his hands excitedly. “Let’s see if his insides are like everyone else’s!”

“Yes!” another cheered. “Let’s rip him apart! I want to taste his heart!”

Had he not been so beset with madness, Cob might have questioned why Skara Pendain had stood idly by and allowed him to even wield the weapon. Indeed, it appeared the Great Shadow had been speaking all the while, only his words hadn’t a hope of topping those of Adonis Thayne.

It didn’t matter. Not really.

The Dark One was just another wine skin that needed bursting.

Having shrugged off his fatigue and embraced a life where pain made him laugh more than hurt, Valarius Thayne lunged at his great foe with unbridled ferocity.
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If not for the scaled under suit and his battered leather armour, Joran was certain his body would have broken apart piece by piece. Every breath hurt. Every movement burned. Sweat beaded on his brow—a strange, almost forgotten sensation. He was beginning to learn the language of pain intimately.

And still the world raged around him.

A flash of emerald light tore through the throne room, casting jagged shadows a heartbeat before the air split with a thunderclap. Lightning burst from Baelon’s outstretched fingers, a crackling lance of power that struck Slait square in the chest. The zealot's body arched, frozen in midair like a marionette yanked by invisible strings, before it was hurled across the hall—smashing into one of the towering statues with bone-jarring force.

Kassanda dashed forward in the same instant, her blade flashing. She knocked the Dragonlord’s axe wide, then slammed a boot into his chest, driving him backward between the pillars. She gave chase without hesitation, their battle vanishing into the shadows beyond the throne.

Elsewhere, another struggle had shifted.

Androma no longer fought Vander alone. Despite his ruined wrist, King Edris fought like a man with nothing to lose. He moved with surprising efficiency, muscle memory from his soldier’s days carrying him through. He wasn’t decisive—but he was disruptive. Enough so that Vander had to split his focus, tipping the balance.

Joran saw the moment of defeat come. Androma’s silvyr blade met Vander’s ordinary steel—and shattered it with a shriek of metal.

Across the room, motion caught his eye. The dwarves.

Raya and Rengyr should have bested them by now, but The Anther, glowing an ethereal blue in the presence of other weapons of power, granted the dwarves an unexpected edge. Yamnomora blinked in and out of space like a flickering ghost, each reappearance punctuated by the thunderous swing of the hammer.

Grarfath fought on, battered and bloodied, his dark skin streaked with sweat and crimson. But the old dwarf’s resolve hadn’t broken. Wielding a silvyr blade, he struck with relentless fury—every slash a defiance of death.

Not everyone had fared so well.

Joran’s gaze landed on Galahart. The spymaster’s body dragged slowly across the floor, painting the stone with blood. Then he stopped. A stillness that needed no confirmation.

A single breath passed.

Joran inhaled pain and forced himself upright. Muscles screamed. Bones protested. But he moved.

He had to.

His eyes turned once more to the throne—where Cob and Skara still fought, locked in a savage dance at the centre of it all.

The young Rider felt a sharp twinge in his back as he tried to straighten, but it could not distract him from the scene he had risen to. Cob and Skara were not locked in battle.

The ranger’s face was stretched into a broad and murderous smile. It was just as strange to see Yalaqin in his hands, a blade Joran had once used to spar with the Kedradi.

Stranger still was The Dark One. Skara was a man entranced, his gaze spellbound by the same sword. Gone was his expression of glee or arrogant superiority. He looked at Yalaqin bewildered, emotional even. With Baelon’s sword held low to one side, he reached out with his vile red hand, his claws running gently through the air as if he were caressing the blade.

“Can it be?” he muttered. “Dragon Foe…” Skara took a tentative step towards the ranger. “That sword… Where did you find it?” The Dark One’s bewilderment was lifting into pure joy. He began to laugh maniacally. “Where did you find it?” he asked again, excited now. “No, no, no.” Skara had the look of revelation about him now. “The sword found me. Of course it did. I was meant to have it. I am its rightful heir.”

His dragon hand extended to claim The Green Leaf’s blade.

Cob snapped.

More animal than man, the ranger lashed out at The Dark One. Yalaqin cut and sliced, twisting left and spinning right, every swipe taking a new chunk out of Skara. When silvyr and steel finally clashed, Aphrandhor’s sword held firm against the stalwart metal of Baelon’s blade.

The two men became a living tempest, their savage duel transcending anything one could be taught. Cob laughed every time Skara landed a blow, not to be stopped by injury or slowed by pain. Yet his injuries were racking up. His feral fighting style was proving enough to keep Skara off balance and even score considerable strikes against the fiend, but he looked to be bleeding from almost everywhere. By Skara’s next hacking attack, the ranger was limping, his trouser leg dripping with blood. Still he laughed.

“That sword is mine,” Skara hissed, perhaps disturbed by Cob’s frenzied nature.

Joran was already mid-charge when The Dark One lifted his arm.

It was a casual gesture—just the back of a hand slicing through the air—though its effect was anything but. A ripple followed in its wake, a wave of condensed force so compacted it tore through the throne room like a storm given shape. Benches shattered. Marble cracked and sprayed in jagged chunks. The blast hit the Kedradi with devastating fury.

Cob never had a chance.

The ranger flew through the air and slammed into one of the thick pillars above the benches, hitting it with a gut-wrenching crunch. He dropped in a heap at its base.

And didn’t move.

Joran would have followed—snapped like dry wood against stone—if not for the shield that surged up around him, born of reflex and desperation. A mirrored force, dense with the same magic, flared into existence just in time.

The two spells collided.

For a heartbeat, there was silence—a vacuum pulling inward as if the world itself had been held still.

Then it exploded.

Joran and Skara were hurled apart by the shockwave, boots skidding across the blood-slick floor, arms raised instinctively to shield their faces. Stone fragments and dust spiralled through the chamber like a miniature hurricane. The throne trembled, caught in the very eye of the chaos.

When the air cleared, they were facing one another again.

Between them, resting at Joran’s feet like something holy—or cursed—lay Yalaqin.

Skara’s eyes flicked between Joran and the blade. Hunger glinted in them. Obsession. Whatever it was, Joran didn’t understand it. But he didn’t need to. He just needed to keep the damned sword out of The Dark One’s hands.

Without breaking eye contact, Joran slammed Vander’s silvyr blade into the stone at his side. Then, in a single smooth motion, he toed Yalaqin into the air, caught the hilt in mid-spin, and hefted his mother’s atori short-sword in his off hand.

Twin blades. Twin legacies.

He launched himself forward—fast as fury—toward the creature wearing his father's face.

The Dark One met him at the foot of the throne, their bodies interweaving as steel, silvyr, and silk of the Weavers crashed in a maelstrom of wills. But Joran could feel himself holding back. Their blades locked together, faces inches apart, the eyes that bored into him were Gallien’s. He had seen those eyes his entire life. He knew every line on the man’s face, every curve and design of the tattoos that decorated the sides of his head, his fingers having traced them as a child before sleep.

Seeing the red scales creeping up the side of Skara’s neck was a stark reminder that Gallien Drakalis was gone forever. He had been consumed by a monster. Adding salt to the wound, the monster still referred to himself as a Pendain.

The pain of it only hardened Joran, giving him the resolve he needed to slay The Dark One. He employed everything Baelon, Kassanda, and Gallien had ever taught him. He brought Yalaqin round in a backhand, where it was predictably blocked, only to sweep in with the atori short-sword, swiping at Skara’s hip.

In a deft readjustment of Baelon’s blade, Skara shifted Yalaqin to one side and deflected the short-sword, and all while pivoting to swing a leg out. Joran grunted when the heel clipped his jaw, spinning him away. He made a far louder sound when a pommel hammered his centre back, pushing him into the lowest benches that curved around the chamber.

With a hoarse cry, The Dark One fell on him again, the silvyr blade cracking the stone where Joran dropped away from. Skara winced in pain even before he brought the blade down—Cob had wounded him more than could be seen.

With Vahlken speed and grit all his own, Joran sprang back into the fight before his foe could make a second attack. Their blades rang out while one after the other they ascended the benches, bringing them to the foot of an ancient king.

Joran ducked beneath Skara’s sweeping strike, the blade whistling past his ear like a whisper of death. He twisted on the balls of his feet, fast and fluid, coming up behind his foe. With lethal precision, he launched a braiding attack—Yalaqin slicing in from the left, the atori short-sword from the right, two blades converging like the jaws of a trap.

But Skara was fast. Unnaturally so.

The Dark One’s silvyr blade blocked one strike, while his scaled hand snapped up to deflect the other. Sparks flew. Dragon scales ground against steel. Joran roared in frustration, lips curling.

Then he drove forward with a savage kick, the heel of his boot slamming into Skara’s gut and sending him staggering backward, tumbling over the outstretched toes of a long dead king. Joran didn’t hesitate. He stepped up onto the stone foot, both blades drawn back, every intention to end the madness now.

He leapt, his senses sharpened to edges so raw he perceived naught but his enemy.

But Joran Pendain was not without more than one enemy.

The pillars to Joran’s left detonated with a thunderous blast, as if Kaliban had punched through the very bones of the palace. A blast of heat and force slammed into him mid-air, ripping his momentum away and hurling him like a doll across the throne room. Stone shattered. Statues cracked. He hit the floor hard, pain blooming through his limbs as he skidded to a bone-jarring stop.

Gasping, he tried to rise⁠—

And then the dust parted.

Through the haze loomed a serpentine shadow, impossibly vast.

A scaled neck as thick as a tree trunk snaked into view, glistening like a river of living fire. The cloud split fully at last, and there she stood—Herragax.

Her crimson hide shimmered with the sheen of molten metal, each movement of her vast form cracking stone beneath her. Her eyes, ancient and burning with fury, swept across the chamber. Her great horned head lowered, slow and terrible, gaze pinning every soul in the room like insects.

She shifted again, her talons gouging deep into the marble. A flick of her wings sent a gale roaring through the hall. Her hulking shoulders crashed through the remaining pillars, and with a grinding, splintering groan, the colossal statue of the king crumbled beside her, toppling like a monument to an age that had just ended.

Her dramatic entrance brought a natural pause to the various battles, seeing the dwarves reunite with Androma and the king while Vander backed off, watching his dragon. Even Slait and Kassanda retreated in the shadow of Herragax, leaving Baelon to stand alone not far from the throne. Raya and Rengyr backed off, likely deciding that they didn’t want to be anywhere near the others when the red dragon opened her jaws.

“Yamnomora…” Kassanda’s voice wasn’t much more than a hushed breath on the wind.

Herragax’s blue eyes narrowed on the clustered group.

Joran felt a hand grab him by the shoulder and begin pulling him back, within the radius of The Anther no doubt. The young Rider looked to the top of the benches, left of the throne. Cob was still lying there. Breathing.

“We can’t leave him,” he uttered, feeling that same hand pull him a little harder.

“Joran,” Kassanda hissed, a warning in her voice.

Skara looked down on them, his gaze shifting from the group to Yalaqin, still gripped in Joran’s hand. “Do it,” he commanded, glancing up at Herragax. “Burn them all.”

The dragon opened her powerful jaws, revealing the two glands that sat behind her many teeth. Yamnomora snarled and raised The Anther, her mouth twisting out of shape into a ferocious roar. There wasn’t even a second left to think, leaving Joran to act between heart beats.

He dived.

The Anther struck marble.

In a flash of blue, the group disappeared behind him, the floor replaced and fused with frozen earth.

Joran emerged from his dive, ready to give his all to the shield that might save him from dragon’s fire. But the flames never came, her wrath staved off by the incisive talons of an unforgiving Aegre.

Oaken’s dark and feathery wings flexed regally at his sides as he clamped onto Herragax’s back. The dragon roared and growled, her pain felt in numerous places along her body and especially her neck, where the Aegre tore into her flesh with his armoured beak. The silvyr tip that hung down from his top beak plunged again and again. Herragax could only thrash, with no room to turn her head back and snap at him nor even bat her wings.

The resulting tremors rippled through the throne room, displacing tiles and plaster inside the domed ceiling. Two of the kingly statues shuddered, raining more dust and debris into the already clouded chamber. A third statue lost its hold on the plunging sword it held by the rounded pommel. The giant blade of stone lurched forwards and scraped down one of the pillars, crumbling as it did, until several tons of broken masonry hit the floor with a bone-shaking aftershock.

Joran took what might be his only opportunity and dashed up the benches to reach Cob. He quickly sheathed both the atori blade and Yalaqin so his hands could find purchase on the ranger. He tried to shake the man awake, but when rubbing his chest and tapping his face didn’t work, Joran faced the hard fact that he was going to have to carry him out of the palace.

Oaken screeched—a sound that tore through the chaos like a war horn—as one of Herragax’s sweeping horns pierced his chest. The wound would have downed any lesser creature.

But the Aegre was not lesser.

Snarling in defiance, Oaken reared back atop the dragon’s neck, wings flaring wide, and drove his talons deep into a new patch of red-scaled flesh. Blood burst from the punctures in thick, steaming rivers. The two beasts thrashed in tangled fury, a blur of claws, teeth, and wings that shook the very rafters.

The Dark One was just beneath them, breaking away from the carnage to follow the curved benches and reach his prize. Joran braced, but Herragax lashed her massive tail through the columns, a blur of scarlet power, and pulverised another stretch of stone with bone-snapping force. The impact rocked the chamber, slowing Skara down.

“Come on,” Joran grunted through clenched teeth, trying to lift Cob’s limp form. But every nerve screamed in protest. Blood smeared his palms. Pain clawed at every breath.

Then Skara’s gaze shifted.

Yalaqin.

The sword drew his eye like a lodestone, and he advanced again—just as Oaken struck.

The Aegre lunged, beak clamping down hard on Herragax’s neck. The red dragon roared, twisting violently in agony. Her head swung wide—massive, unstoppable—and both horns gouged into a pillar above Skara, ripping it from ceiling to base.

The impact gripped through the room.

Skara dropped to one knee, barely shielded by the flaring dome of sorcery that bubbled up around him, absorbing the worst of the blow in a haze of molten light. Dust and fractured stone rained down, half-swallowing him in the wreckage.

Joran didn’t wait.

He turned, dragging Cob’s limp form across the outer rim of the ruined chamber, one agonising step at a time, circling toward the doors.

But there was no hope to be found there.

The main entrance was already blocked—framed by the tall, black-clad figure of the Dragonlord. He stood still as a statue, his axe glinting, cold eyes tracking Joran’s every step like a predator sizing up a kill.

Then came the roar.

Skara’s voice tore through the chamber, more beast than man. His shield pulsed—then exploded outward in a shockwave of raw energy, hurling chunks of debris and a wave of heat in every direction. He turned again, flushed, furious, his composure cracked. His gaze swung back toward the duelling beasts above.

The throne room wouldn’t survive them.

With wings spread wide and talons raking, Oaken clawed his way further up Herragax’s spine, ripping at sinew, tearing through scale. The dragon began to buckle beneath him.

With Cob still in his arms, Joran looked up—heart hammering—not just from the violence but from something deeper.

Something wrong.

“Oaken!” he barked, his voice sharp with dread.

He could feel it—the pressure before a storm—alive and electric. The magic on the air. It prickled against his skin, raised every hair on his body.

It was coming from Skara.

The Dark One raised both hands, his expression devoid of mercy.

And then he unleashed it.

A jagged storm of lightning erupted from his fingertips. Blood-red. Raw. Chaotic. Unrestrained.

The crack of it was deafening. It crashed into Oaken like a divine judgment, wrapping the Aegre in writhing, hissing tendrils of energy. Herragax reeled as rogue arcs licked across her body, but her fire-hardened scales withstood it.

Oaken had no such shield.

“No!” Joran shouted, his voice breaking. “OAKEN!”

He screamed the name again and again, pouring every ounce of strength he had into it—but the roaring cacophony drowned him out. The air was alive with heat and fury and sound. Lightning danced in mad spirals, flaring across the ceiling, leaving blackened trails of smoke in its wake.

Then, with a final twist of his fists, Skara dissolved the spell.

The red lightning vanished in a single blink, as though reality had slammed a door shut.

Oaken slipped limply from Herragax’s back. His body tumbled from the dragon’s neck, wings trailing smoke, and struck the stone benches below with a sickening thud. His feathers were blackened, scorched—some still burning, fire dancing along the ruins of his once-majestic frame.

He didn’t move, his big yellow eyes blinking slowly.

Joran stared, his breath torn from his lungs, the pain in his body eclipsed by something sharper—something that tore through bone and soul.

Herragax turned her massive head, a low, trembling growl echoing from her chest. Smoke curled from her nostrils. The fury in her eyes now mirrored Joran’s own.

The Dark One remained standing though his frame looked to be hanging, his shoulders sagged and chin low. His eyes, sunken with shadowed pits, turned on Joran.

“Give me the sword, boy, and I’ll let him live.”

It took a few seconds before Joran understood what had been said, never mind that it had been said to him. He swallowed what felt like a mouthful of grief, his heart already burdened by the Aegre’s inevitable death.

“You’re just going to kill him anyway.” The words were torn from his lips as he tasted tears, his gaze now one with the Aegre’s.

The Dark One picked up Baelon’s sword and offered a careless shrug. “True.”

Joran gave a breathless gasp as the silvyr blade impaled the side of Oaken’s head, driving down to the stone beneath.

He was gone.

With no way out, his friends absent, and the only attachment he had to his mother burning and dead, despair coiled its barbed fingers about his heart. He looked down at Cob, ashamed that he hadn’t been able to save the man.

“Is that it?” Skara called, sauntering towards him with all the confidence of a victory under his belt. “After all this, you’re just going to lie down and die? Where’s that Vahlken fortitude? Where’s the Rider’s tenacity? You’re supposed to be the best of them both, aren’t you? The best of us all!” he cried mockingly, sweeping one arm out to encompass the Dragon Riders. “How could destiny ever cling to one so pathetic and weak as you?”

The Dark One’s vain smile faltered, his brows twitching. One hand pressed into his hip, just beneath his cuirass, and came away coated in blood. It wasn’t a wound Joran had scored, the gash owed to Cob in his unusual burst of madness. A twinge of pain flashed across Skara’s face, and he halted his advance in favour of leaning against a pillar.

“Joran,” Baelon called up, his face streaked with blood and cuts. “We have lost too many dragons and Riders today. Don’t let our order lose another. Stand with me.”

The young Rider hadn’t really registered the Dragonlord’s words. He couldn’t stop staring at Oaken, those lifeless yellow eyes still looking back at him. Oaken had been to his mother as Morgwyn was to him. Joran could only hope the eternal shores welcomed Vahlken and Aegres…

I’m going to save you, Joran Pendain.

Those words rang clearly in his mind. Be they real or from memory, however, he couldn’t rightly say in that moment, for that had been the last thing Morgwyn said to him before they parted ways by the shores of The Serpent’s tongue. He hadn’t understood what his companion had meant at the time.

But he understood now.

Without a word in response to Baelon, Joran called on all his strength and hauled the ranger up in both arms. He ran, and fast. To the sound of his own name echoing throughout the throne room, the young Rider dashed between the pillars and made for the open ledge. Valgala was laid out in its entirety below, a smoking ruin scarred by dragon fire.

Joran took it all in at a glance, his feet not stopping until he ran out of ledge.

They fell. And fast.

Plunging down the length of the tower, Joran and Cob dropped like stones, the wind screaming past their ears. There was no time to think, only the thunderous rush of air and the dead weight of the unconscious ranger dragging at his side.

Joran kept a death grip on Cob’s collar, twisting his body mid-fall to keep the man’s descent in sync with his own. One slip, one misjudged movement, and Cob would spin out of reach forever.

The tower blurred past in flashes of broken stone and wind-whipped shadow. Then⁠—

Darkness.

Not of shadow, but scale.

Morgwyn.

The dragon’s purple body streaked in beside them, wings tucked tight as he matched their descent. A flash of obsidian horns. The flex of a saddle strap. And then—there.

Joran reached for the saddle and caught it, every muscle straining as the force of the catch nearly dislocated his arm. The jolt of deceleration slammed through him, dragging his spine against Morgwyn’s back.

But the sudden stop broke his hold.

Cob tumbled, helpless, over the dragon’s ribs and slipped between wing joint and neck.

Joran shouted—but the cry was drowned in the wind.

Got him! came Morgwyn’s voice, sharp and triumphant in his mind.

The dragon’s front claws shot out with terrifying precision, snatching the ranger mid-air and cradling him like a child in two taloned hands.

Banking sharply to the right, Morgwyn began to round the central tower, a route that would turn them back to the south, where the general retreat was still taking⁠—

Kalaghan appeared from behind the tower, his hellish jaws snapping shut in greeting. Morgwyn only survived thanks to a corkscrew manoeuvre that took all three of them spinning up and over the older dragon’s enormous head. Joran felt the air rush past him, cut by Kalaghan’s rhinoceros-like horn. His tail, as long and thick as any oak tree, flicked in his wake, forcing Morgwyn to flex one wing and bank away from the tower.

What felt like a narrow escape soon became a pit of dread in Joran’s stomach. Forced away from the tower, they were now akin to a seal in open water, prey to the shark that hunted in the depths.

Take us down! Joran urged, though Morgwyn was already dipping his head into a dive.

Kalaghan was already in pursuit, his superior speed more than apparent. Joran guessed there to be no more than seconds before the behemoth caught up with them.

Morgwyn fanned his wings once more and took them gliding over the rooftops, his scaled body slicing through the snow fall. He dipped left and right where he needed to navigate the spires and towers, but his path was ever southward, the ramparts dead ahead. Like a dark cloud, Kalaghan overshadowed them, sheltering them from the snow.

Daring to look up, Joran’s fear leapt into his throat—Kalaghan was opening his jaws.

“Fire!” Joran warned.

Morgwyn dropped below the rooftops and tilted right, knifing into a tight corner. Everything burned behind them, consumed by Kalaghan’s flames. The honey-scaled dragon veered on their trail, unleashing another torrent of fire that blew out a three-storey building in their wake. Morgwyn hooked left, making turns no fully-grown dragon could achieve, and evaded the next jet of flames.

Cutting up and round, the purple dragon made for the southern ramparts again. With some height now, Joran could make out the mass exodus on the frozen plains. The Kedradi and surviving homeguard were trekking south while a much larger group were pouring out of the city’s eastern gates and scattering like ants.

Kalaghan’s beating wings closed off the world around them, turning Joran’s gaze upwards. Even without a connection via the two dragons, Joran could tell that Kalaghan was stirred by the anticipation of the kill—he was going to enjoy murdering them.

Looking up, Joran missed the moment Morgwyn topped the ramparts, but it was impossible to miss the mountainous Garganafan. The white dragon had been below the ramparts before launching upwards with an ear-splitting roar. Morgwyn dropped below, skimming Garganafan’s underbelly, as the monumental dragon speared into Kalaghan. They traded claws, if briefly, tearing at each other’s scales and flesh until Garganafan vented his ice-cold wrath.

Kalaghan wined, feeling the burn of his kin’s freezing breath. The steaming liquid solidified across his ribs and ensnared the joint of his left wing. Garganafan pushed off from Kalaghan’s side, flying south while Baelon’s companion dropped on one flapping wing. In a great plume of dust and smoke, he crashed into a row of houses, his hunt of Morgwyn at an end.

Follow the Kedradi, Garganafan commanded, his voice gruff and tinged with pain. I will turn the survivors south and rout any pursuit.

Morgwyn did just that, soaring over the plains with ease. I’m so sorry, Joran, he uttered mournfully across their reunited bond. Oaken was… he was a noble creature.

Joran glanced back, sighting Garganafan as he exhaled a wall of ice, curving it so the survivors turned south. His gaze then shifted to the palace, where Oaken lay dead.

He was family.


72
A SONG OF RUIN


Time Unknown…

Valyra and Malliath soared low over the fungal canopy, their wings skimming the pale mushroom caps that reached like fingers toward the muddy sky. Below them, the Shadow Realm stretched out—bleak and strange—a landscape of hushed malice and twisted growth. They raced across the plateau where Daijen had first glimpsed the terrible splendour of Nyxdrasil, leaving the unnatural sun at their backs, its light no more nourishing than a dying coal.

Behind them, the land crawled. An army marched—slow, relentless—spores rising in waves from its path. But neither Barad-Agin nor the Vortherax marched among them.

They were missing.

Daijen rode with every sense straining. On the occasions Valyra drifted close to Malliath, he tried to speak, but the spore-mist shredded Malliath’s thoughts as fast as they came, scattering their connection like ash on the wind.

It didn’t matter for long.

They saw it.

Far ahead, a shape moved against the sky—enormous, deliberate, obscene. A creature that did not belong to any realm of nature, even this one. Its wings—vast and leathery—beat like the tolling of funeral bells, crafted not by time but by alchemical blasphemy.

And riding it, as a king might ride a throne built of corpses, was Barad-Agin.

The Hollow King.

He sat unmoving, a smear of darkness astride the monster’s spine, barely distinguishable from his mount. Below, the creature’s massive body skimmed the terrain, so low it seemed to hunger for the ground beneath it, prowling the air like a predator scenting prey.

But even that horror was not what held Daijen’s gaze.

There, high above the Vortherax, hung the way out. The portal.

A single eye in the sky, rimmed in oil and lightning. It flickered with hungry light, a ravenous spiral spinning within its core. A storm howled around its edge, wild and furious, keeping the other monsters at bay—beasts that fed on Leviathans, their mountainous forms gliding behind the clouds like the shadows of gods. They were still there.

Waiting.

Circling.

Even Barad-Agin dared not take his pet any higher.

“We’re gaining fast!” Daijen yelled, dismayed to consider how many spores he inhaled. “Its armour makes it slow! We need to bring it down! We can’t let him leave!”

Malliath responded with a brief roar before his wings arched that much further and that much faster. He began to pull away, closing the gap with enviable speed. His battle-ravaged body was a sight to behold, and the dragon was still harassed by layers of fungal threads and dark mushrooms, the infestation growing between what scales he had left. So much of him was scarred, his incredible healing factor unable to repair him before he was forced into Vireth Kael again.

Daijen couldn’t fathom the centuries that had passed for Malliath—centuries folded inside Verda’s millennia in which he had endured such pain as to be driven mad. And that madness was there to see, as clear as his wounds. The echo flew by his side, slightly above the real dragon, its translucent, if distorted, image travelling through the spore-mist.

The Vahlken had to remind himself that even a broken weapon could kill.

As the portal grew above them, emerging and imploding with regularity, so too did the Vortherax grow in detail. Barad-Agin was visible in his saddle, situated at the base of the monster’s plated neck. His dark cloak blew out behind him, mixing with his greasy hair so his four eyes could reflect the abyss that reigned above. It was his way out, a second chance to bring Verda to heel.

Daijen imagined the horror he might unleash. He had only to release his spores, and the world would be forever infected, his Hollowborn bred from the millions who called Verda home. The Vahlken envisioned fields upon fields of spore farms, the wretch’s cradle only tenfold, birthing fresh nightmares day and night.

“Valyra!” he yelled. “Kill!”

The Aegre squawked once, her concentration narrowing to that of an apex predator’s.

Malliath, however, was to have first blood. The dragon speared towards their foe with open jaws, his wings no longer generating any sound. It would have been the perfect surprise attack had his echo not lunged ahead of him. The Malliath-shaped spores washed over the Vortherax, surprising the beast as well as alerting it. When the real dragon crashed into its side, the Vortherax was already turning, its sharp and plated snout forcing Malliath to twist mid-attack, taking some of his strength out of the initial blow.

They spiralled briefly, trading blows that could carve through mountains, and emerged separately, each arcing to come back at the other. When they collided again, their forward momentum took them both upwards, gnashing and raking, tails entwining. Blood rained over the mushroom fields below, feeding the grim fungus.

Daijen’s muscles tensed—Malliath and the Vortherax were both heading towards the portal. Besides the chaos that would ensue on the other side, the Amon-Agin would certainly cease to open the portal inside their mountain fortress, days passing for them while Valyra continued to climb. In that scenario, they would be left behind, stuck in the Shadow Realm forever.

It was pure chance—luck, if the Vahlken could bring himself to believe in such a thing—that the portal imploded a few seconds before the behemoths could pass through. They graced the empty sky, where the clouds had been pushed aside, and fought their way into the black heavens. Valyra was still rising on a vertical flight path when the portal exploded back into being, now a sable disk between them and the others.

The temptation that pressed upon Daijen was a force as real as the air that hammered him. They had only to keep flying, and they would return to Verda, where he could instruct the Heirs of Agin to shut down the portal. He had only to lie, informing them of a Leviathan at his back, and they would seal the doors on that chamber for good.

What of Malliath?

Since meeting the dragon, he had lost some of the surety that convinced him Malliath was the weapon of power he needed. Would it be better to keep his brand of madness out of Verda? He certainly didn’t deserve to be left in that hellish realm, where even the release of death was denied him. But he was free now, free to destroy Barad-Agin and all his works in that terrible place. There was a chance, however slim, that the dragon could carve out some kind of existence without The Hollow King around.

It wasn’t real freedom, he knew. It was survival. Malliath was just another creature on the food chain in the Shadow Realm. Death, if nor further torment, would eventually come for him. At least in Verda he could be among his own kind, where he might heal and find life beyond the echo sickness that had taken root in his mind.

Wasn’t he owed that?

Wasn’t he owed a chance?

And if that chance came with a shot at defeating The Dark One upon his return…

Daijen pulled back on the handles of his saddle, signalling for Valyra to fall back. Their upwards momentum came to an end as the portal imploded once more, only there was no sign of the warring titans in the air above. The Aegre flipped over and resumed flying beneath the cloud bank, and only a second before the portal and its storm drummed back to life.

“Where are they?” Daijen cried.

He had only to follow the god-like silhouettes moving through the clouds. They were all closing in on the same area.

The Vortherax burst through, punctuating the clouds at terrible speed. Tentacles followed it. They uncoiled from above, dozens of them, searching for their prey. Barad-Agin guided his hideous mount around their pinkish hides and through the loops of probing feelers.

A few seconds later, Malliath exploded from the multi-coloured fog, not to be seen until he cleared the clouds altogether. By then, there was no evading him. The Vortherax reeled, its side impacted by thirty tons of raging dragon. They both collided with the interior curl of a looping tentacle before spinning away into open air. Still the feelers came for them, lancing in their wake, their owners desperately hungry.

Daijen had Valyra on an intercept course. The Aegre darted past while the Vahlken reached out, his slaiken blade granting him an extra six foot. The silvyr carved a line through the Vortherax’s hide until their flight path took them up and over, where it scraped across the reddish plates that layered its spine.

Valyra zigzagged and corkscrewed as she avoided one tentacle after another. A sharp bank and she was rushing up behind their foe, offering Daijen another opportunity to strike.

“Keep going!” he bellowed. “I want his head!”

The Aegre growled deep in her chest and wove a jagged line past the Vortherax’s tail and flapping wings, bringing them right up behind its rider. Daijen raised the slaiken blade in one hand, visualising the swing that would decapitate The Hollow King. Malliath appeared from nowhere, his body a living battering ram. Valyra had no choice but to swerve out of her flight path, realising all too late that it wasn’t Malliath but his echo.

The surge of spores washed harmlessly over the Vortherax, and only a second before the real thing came barrelling in. The black dragon was a heartbeat away from ploughing into the beast—horns first—when a mammoth tentacle rolled out of the clouds and thundered into his side. So big was it that even the Vortherax was slammed by the feeler. Both winged creatures were sent hurtling away, directly into Valyra.

A jarring chaos ensued, the batting of wings, slicing of claws, and sweeping of compressed air shrinking the world around them. Valyra was struck by more than one limb, her squawks cut short by impact and pain. Daijen lost his sense of up and down, his strength poured entirely into his grip about the saddle.

When clarity finally returned, the Aegre had managed to level out and find some rhythm in her wings again. Daijen felt his heart leap into his throat—Malliath had been taken.

The dragon thrashed and clawed and ripped into monstrous flesh with his teeth, but it didn’t stop the unseen fiend from dragging him into the clouds. There was no time to react before the portal flashed to life and gave the Vortherax a sense of direction again. Daijen threw himself to one side, his shifting weight redirecting Valyra in an instant.

In its bloody trail they gave chase. Indeed, those bleeding wounds slowed the Vortherax down all the more. Its time among the clouds had proved costly, an advantage the Aegre assumed. Her talons sank deep, hooking into monstrous flesh while her beak stabbed and snapped, boring a hole right through the beast’s side. It wailed and shrieked, tilting off course.

Daijen clung to Valyra’s back with every ounce of strength left in his battered frame, his fingers aching against the saddle. He craned his neck, trying to spot Barad-Agin ahead, but it was hopeless. The Vortherax's grotesque bulk blotted out everything in its path, an airborne fortress of bone plates and armoured sinew. Its wings beat with the weight of ages, casting shuddering ripples through the murk.

But what Daijen could see—what no one could miss—was the fire.

Clouds split and screamed as flame bloomed through them, unnatural and brilliant. It surged across the heavens in furious arcs, illuminating the sky-beasts that stalked above like titanic spectres.

In the light of Malliath’s fire, they could be seen as beings far beyond any nightmare the Vahlken had ever conjured from their silhouettes. Where dragons were majestic, these things were hunger made flesh, shapes too vast and strange for the mind to settle on. Their monstrous shapes flickered through the fire-lit clouds—vast wings, coiling tendrils, and cavernous maws lined with rows of bone-smooth teeth.

Malliath came into view not as himself, but as a ghost—his spore-shadow piercing the clouds in a flickering echo, heralding his true form. He burst through an instant later, scales gleaming, wings wide.

And trailing him—one of them.

A Leviathan killer.

It lunged from above, one thick tentacle coiling forward like a whip of living flesh. Its suckers pulsed and undulated, desperate to latch onto something warm, something alive. The muscle moved with terrifying speed—far faster than Malliath could fly.

There would be no escape.

And then—another day passed over Verda’s horizon.

The portal opened.

Born of nothing, the black void tore itself into the sky, framed in crackling rings of blue lightning. It flared wildly, dancing along the edge of the rift like the breath of a furious god. A bolt lashed out, so close it passed within feet of Malliath’s wings—then struck.

It found the tentacle instead.

The bolt tore through the thick limb, racing along it in jagged veins of searing white fire. Flesh blackened. The monster shrieked—a sound so vast and alien it rippled across the clouds like a trumpet blast from the heavens. The tentacle snapped back, writhing in agony, and the creature reeled away, dragging its bulk higher into the cloud cover.

The others, too, withdrew—silhouettes turning, reassessing, cowed by the fury that circled the portal like a living storm.

Valyra detached and shot away from the Vortherax, avoiding Malliath’s barrage. He intercepted the monster at speed, his front claws driving into his enemy with enough force to barrel the beast over. They tumbled, wings trying repeatedly to keep them aloft, while claws dug in hard, ripping out chunks of the other.

Malliath’s roar became fire, a song of ruin that swept over the Vortherax in a golden tempest, a furnace-blast of molten death that peeled flesh from bone. The beast looked to be shrieking in agony, but there was no hearing it over the flames vomited like hate across its body. They heated the plates of its natural armour, cooking it from the inside.

The dragon took a breath and clamped his jaws around the left wing joint, his echo raging by his side. The Vortherax tried to curl its head and snap at him, but by design it didn’t have the flexibility, its plated head and spine too rigid.

Malliath cracked open his jaws again, and the world burned, screaming, writhing, turning flesh to ash. His teeth then came together about the same wing joint, his neck twisting until⁠—

The wing snapped off in a shower of splintered bone and charred hide.

The dragon pushed off with all four legs, thrusting the Vortherax into nothingness. Spiralling out of control, the smoking beast slipped away, one wing flapping helplessly against its mighty weight. Daijen watched intently, his eagle eyes searching for Barad-Agin amidst the plummeting behemoth. He needed to see him die. He needed to know that the threat of The Hollow King was quashed.

In a trail of dust and smoke the Vortherax clipped the top of a mountain, crushing its surviving wing, before it went on to skid down the jagged slopes, its speed out of control. There was no sign of The Hollow King amongst the smoking debris, though it wasn’t hard to imagine the fiend being obliterated by any number of factors, if not burned to a crisp by Malliath.

Still, without a corpse, Daijen knew he would forever live with a pit of dread in his gut, a seed of doom growing in his gut until his dying day. The world had never known a terror like that which Barad-Agin had become in the Shadow Realm. His would be a night that never ended, eclipsing all that was good.

He had to be dead.

He had to be…

Malliath roared from somewhere above, tearing Daijen’s attention back to the skies. The portal had just imploded—they had seconds before it returned.

“Fly!” the Vahlken cried.

Valyra flapped her wings all the harder, her plated beak pointing straight up. They were soon on Malliath’s tail, a partnership of scales and feathers rocketing away from the Black Abyss. Within moments, they were faced by a very real black abyss, the portal renewed with yet another day passing over Verda’s green earth.

Daijen could almost taste it, the fresh, clean air of home. So close now it called to him more than ever. It was water over fire, light over darkness, life over death. It was everything the Shadow Realm wasn’t, and he needed it.

Right on the dragon’s tail, they passed through together, swallowed once again by an ocean of ink.

From one world to the next, they were transported from the top of one realm to the bottom of another. The well of stone built into the heart of The Ironbark surrounded them, a portal of white light glaring at its apex. Daijen hardly noticed the adepts of the Amon-Agin, who worked their master’s magic. Instead, he saw only the light that seemed to blink between Malliath’s flying form and the rounded walls, the two creatures still soaring for freedom.

Only after eclipsing it did the Vahlken know for sure that he was home, when The Eros Mountains shone bright with their snow-capped tops, and the pale sky spoke of a distant, yet powerful, sun.

It was glorious.

And against that wintery sky, a black dragon glided on currents free of whisperspores, his wings brimming with freedom. It was a beautiful thing, his majesty a reward unto itself. For a time they continued to fly together, south along the peaks, until Daijen spotted The Ironbark. Small dots were parting from it and travelling across the frozen ground. With a glance at Malliath, who was quite content to stay in the sky, Daijen guided Valyra down to one of Barad-Agin’s most ancient fortresses.

Three of them there were, all women, all in black, their faces veiled. They waited patiently despite the chill.

“You are the Vahlken, Daijen Saeth.” It was a statement, not a question.

Bare-chested, his toes curled in the crunchy snow as he came to a stop before the trio. How much more extraordinary it was to meet worshipers of Barad-Agin having met the monster. If only they knew the truth of him. Somehow, he doubted even that would be enough to change the minds of his fanatics.

“I would speak with the First Heir,” Daijen declared with authority. “Never again can you open that portal; its very presence attracts Leviathans. We barely escaped before one followed us through.”

The central acolyte looked up, picking out the dragon against the dull sky. “You found him, The Drakalis.”

Daijen was beginning to suspect something was amiss. “Yes,” he answered.

“Then you have the weapon you need to see The Dark One never returns to power.”

The Vahlken’s eyes twitched. “Where is the First Heir?”

The same acolyte looked directly at him. “I am the First Heir,” she told him boldly.

Daijen thought of the old crone and tried to mask his concern. “How… How long was I down there?”

“You made your pact with my predecessor. That was seventeen years ago.”

Cold threads of seeping dread wormed out of the pit in Daijen’s gut and burrowed into his mind. “Seventeen… years?”
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A TASTE OF HOPE


Oblivion. It was washed away in a tidal wave of light as the ranger opened his eyes. They fluttered at first, protesting against the brightness. By the time Cob was able to focus, he could feel the light snowflakes drifting over him, dotting his hands and face. And the noise. It was overwhelming, like thousands of voices speaking and crying out all at once.

Moving was a mistake.

He groaned and closed his eyes tight, fighting the pain that pulled at every part of his body. Right down to his bones, it all hurt. He felt the biting sting of a hundred cuts, scrapes, and gashes, and all atop the throbbing ache of bruises, torn muscles, and damaged joints.

“Easy,” a gently voice bade.

Cob blinked, desperate to make sense of the world. Joran! Joran was sitting beside him, a bowl of water in one hand and a bloody cloth in the other.

“He’s awake!” Came another voice, rough and familiar—Yamnomora. She appeared over him, a broad smile pushing at her thick stubble. “Fetch the others!”

Cob tried to move again, only to be harassed by further pain. Glimpsing the long purple tail of a dragon, the ranger followed the curving body to see that Morgwyn lay as a crescent shield around him, sheltering him from the wind blowing in over the plains.

“Don’ get up,” Yamnomora insisted, a hand pressing into his left shoulder.

“Just rest,” Joran added.

“What happened?” the ranger managed to ask, his throat horribly dry.

“Ye took a dive out o’ a very high tower, me friend.” Yamnomora chuckled to herself. “Ye’ve this one to thank for the breath in yer lungs.”

The breath in his lungs hurt like hell, but he still managed to offer Joran a look from his makeshift cot, an expression of thanks between two warriors.

“It wasn’t my wings that saved us,” Joran said, glancing at his immortal companion.

The dragon bowed his head in acknowledgment.

Cob turned his head, a wonderfully pain-free experience, and spotted Androma and Kassanda being led by Grarfath. They huddled around him inside the partial perimeter Morgwyn created.

“If you feel anything like you look,” Kassanda remarked, placing her saddlebags on the ground, “then it’s a miracle you’re even awake right now.”

Cob tried to smile but discovered a painful split in his lower lip. “That bad, eh?”

“You gave as good as you got,” Joran reassured him, dabbing the cuts on the ranger’s knuckles. “Skara could barely stand.”

The name grounded the ranger, his eyes flitting to the young Rider. “But he still stands?” he croaked gravely.

Joran took a breath and nodded solemnly.

“Valgala is in the hands of the enemy,” Androma reported, leaning on The Green Leaf’s staff like it was the only thing keeping her upright. “The only thing keeping them from hunting us all down is Garganafan.”

Cob tilted his head, though he didn’t have to search very far to find the white dragon gliding overhead. Not that there was much white left. His scales were coated in so much blood he was almost as red as Herragax.

The swarm of people, survivors all, just beyond the invisible line that completed Morgwyn’s living circle, burst apart as a contingent of Kedradi warriors forged a path. They parted with regimented unison, allowing the queen and king-consort of Qalanqath to enter the area. The companions stepped back, giving his sister the space to see him properly.

Her eyes began to well but she maintained her regal composure on approach. “Brother,” she breathed, crouching by his side.

Cob was more concerned by the bandage that concealed Hurelia’s right eye, as well as her right arm which rested across her chest in a sling. There was no doubt she had also experienced some pain when bending her knees.

Thedonus hadn’t faired much better. His left hand was entirely bandaged, but if his singed sleeve and scorched face was anything to go by, he had suffered terrible burns. His right ear had been almost completely smoothed down, the skin shockingly pink and framed with jagged black skin. Judging by his grimace, the man was in considerable pain.

“You’re wounded,” the ranger commented, one lacerated hand reaching for Hurelia’s cheek.

The queen caught his wrist and placed it back by his side, her fingers squeezing his. “You’re one to talk. You look like hell.”

“I keep hearing that.”

Hurelia licked her lips, glancing at their muted audience before giving her brother her full attention again. “You did it,” she said proudly, if sadly.

Cob looked at her, his confusion more than apparent. “No,” he replied. “I failed. I didn’t kill him. I tried but…”

He thought of Aurelian—doomed. It would be just as hard to watch Hurelia go through it with him, condemned to isolate her own son.

The queen was shaking her head. “The curse never speaks of killing the enemy. It speaks of victory. You stood up to the same fiend our ancestors allied with. Standing up to evil where all others have bowed down… that’s a victory in my books.”

A rogue tear breached Cob’s right eye and streaked down the side of his face. She was trying to make him feel better. It only broke his heart all the more. Somewhere in the ruins of that heart, he knew he had no such victory to claim and that he was still cursed—he could feel it, as if Adonis Thayne was still squirming around in the back of his mind.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

Behind her, Thedonus faltered, only to be caught by one of the guards. Hurelia whirled, springing up with a deft grace she shouldn’t have possessed. She fretted against his protests.

“He needs treatment,” the queen insisted.

“Those are dragon burns,” Kassanda observed.

“I might know a paste that can aid him,” Androma offered. “If we can find the necessary ingredients among us.”

“I know what you need,” Kassanda replied, reaching down to one of her saddle bags. She pulled back the leather top and removed something before scrutinising it. “It should be enough, but we’ll need to source the rest of the ingredients. I will see what I can gather. Get him somewhere he can rest.”

The queen nodded her appreciation and gave her brother one last thoughtful look. Her pride and disappointment were fused together, and rightly so. He had done what no other had done before him, yet she had pinned all her hopes for Aurelian’s future on him defeating The Dark One.

Yamnomora nudged Grarfath’s elbow. “We can help ye,” she said to Kassanda. “Ye—get better.”

The ranger watched them filter away, leaving him in the company of Joran alone. He didn’t look much better, his face bruised and swollen in places and marred by just as many cuts.

“That needs cleaning,” the Rider said, his violet eyes tracking the five claw marks that now divided Cob’s face into segments.

Joran resumed his duties, though the ranger’s attention was drawn to the sword on his belt.

“Yalaqin,” he croaked, one hand lazily gesturing at the weapon. “I… I used it.”

The moment came back to him in a rush of images. He had deliberately let the madness in, and how quickly it consumed him. The process had been hastened by his wielding of steel, driving him into the arms of his father’s ghost. If only it had been enough.

“Androma told us of your… affliction.”

“I only hoped it might be of use for once, but even that wasn’t enough to bring him down.”

Joran dipped a strip of cloth in the water and began cleaning one of the claw marks. “Maybe not, but you certainly wounded him. Had you not, I don’t think either of us would be here right now.”

Cob winced, feeling the sharp sting above his eye.

“It’s all right,” Joran said softly. “Just rest. I used to do this for Gallien when he got into a fight.”

The ranger tried to relax, his fists clenching with the pain. The young Rider was as diligent as he was gentle, always warning him before he moved on to a new area.

Not long after Cob closed his eyes, a low hum stirred the silence.

At first, it was barely there—a soft vibration in the air, more feeling than sound. But it grew, rising and falling with an almost melodic rhythm, until Joran’s voice emerged from it, tentative at first, then steady. The song wrapped itself around the stillness like a blanket, carrying strange, haunting tones that didn’t quite belong to any realm Cob had known.

Joran sang as he worked, cleaning blood from wounds, binding injuries with rough cloth and quiet care.

“I’ve heard plenty of bards carry a tune in my time,” Cob murmured, voice hoarse but laced with curiosity. “Never heard that one.”

Joran’s smile carried through his reply. “I think it’s from Icerys—Morgwyn’s mother. Female dragons can pass memories down to their young.” He paused, then added, “It must be from her time. I haven’t been able to get it out of my head since the bond.”

Cob blinked slowly, trying to imagine it—sharing thoughts with another mind, not just words, but memories… songs… entire lives. It sounded like madness. Like too many voices shouting over each other in a place that should be yours alone.

“Sounds chaotic,” he muttered.

“It can be,” Joran replied softly.

He returned to the song, his voice a little stronger now, weaving the forgotten melody through the air. It wasn’t perfect—his pitch warbled at times, straining on notes too high or low—but there was honesty in it, and something more.

Beauty.

Cob might’ve drifted again, pain be damned, if he weren’t so stubbornly awake. Instead, he lay still and listened, letting the words pass over him—lyrics of dragons, of fire-born power and winds that shifted fates. Of storms broken by wings, and the strange, bright hope that always followed.

For a moment, even with torn muscles and broken ribs, Cob felt it too.

A glimmer of something ancient.

A song older than men.

And a bond deeper than either of them had words for.

“Master Joran,” one of the homeguard beckoned, approaching from the crowd. “King Edris requests your presence.”

Joran sighed and replaced the wet cloth. “Well if the king requests… Rest, my friend. I will return soon.”

Cob barely noticed the Rider leave. His world had shrunk to a single point—a dull throb in his bones.

Then came the heat.

A suffocating wave of it, far too intense for the freezing cold of the world outside. Sweat beaded on his brow. His breath shortened. Something was wrong.

Then came the pain.

It hit him like a blade plunged into his stomach, doubling him over. The rest of his wounds, however raw, vanished beneath the new agony. He pitched forward off the cot, hitting the cold earth on hands and knees with a strangled groan. His dreadlocked hair curtained his vision, leaving only his trembling hands pressed against the ground.

His veins bulged like snakes beneath his skin, blackened against the brown of his arms. The pain pulsed through his blood, a living thing tearing through him. Morgwyn shifted nearby, wary but silent, clearly aware of the change, though the ranger could not bring himself to care.

There was only the pain.

It raked down his limbs like liquid fire, burning from the inside out without leaving a mark. He couldn’t move—only endure. His muscles spasmed. His breath hitched. Then it struck again, amassing in his gut before climbing, sharp and insistent, toward his chest.

Then nausea. Sudden and cruel.

He heaved forward, all fours again, and something boiled up from within him—thick and scorching. With a final convulsion, Cob vomited blood.

It hit the ground with a wet splatter and sizzled.

Steam hissed from the freezing soil, and to Cob’s horror, the blood didn’t cool—it burned. Hissing and bubbling, it seared a small divot into the earth before finally dying down.

The pain faded just as quickly as it had come. The storm passed. And for a moment, Cob lay there, panting, stunned, trembling with a weariness that ran deeper than exhaustion.

“I’m fine,” he gasped hoarsely, waving one hand toward Morgwyn’s inquisitive stare. “I’m fine.”

But as he turned his head back to the scorched mark in the earth, his eyes lingered. It wasn’t just heat. It was acid. The blood had melted stone in the earth.

Could it be?

No.

He retreated from the thought, breath tightening.

It couldn’t be.

The All-Fate wasn’t real. Kaliban wasn’t real. The gods of the Andarens were stories, comforting lies for those desperate for meaning. Life was chaos—always had been—a tangle of choices, accidents, and unfinished plans. There was no grand design. There was no destiny.

The curse had not been broken.

But then, silence.

A different kind of silence—unnatural, pregnant with dread. Then came the sound.

The drums.

It started faintly, a distant rhythm echoing in his skull like boots on an unseen battlefield. Cob stiffened. Terror rose in his throat. No. Not again. Not now.

The drums beat louder, the sound crawling into his mind, filling it, choking thought with noise. His pulse raced. He tried to speak, to shout for help—but the air thickened, the world closing in like a suffocating fog.

Boom…

Boom…

He turned, crawling now, pulled forward by the rhythm, elbow over elbow like a wounded animal. Panic clawed at his chest. The drums always came before the madness, before he returned—before Adonis Thayne awoke in him and everything turned to blood.

Boom…

Boom…

His vision tunnelled. All else blurred—there was only the sound, and something ahead, just out of reach.

Ba-boom…

Ba-boom…

The rhythm shifted. This wasn’t the curse’s beat. This wasn’t madness.

It was louder. Closer.

Ba-ba-boom…

Ba-ba-boom…

Cob reached out, certain he was about to touch the very source of the drums—and in that moment, clarity struck.

It wasn’t a drumbeat.

It was a heartbeat.

His hand plunged into the already open saddlebag, fingers searching through cloth and leather until they found it—something cold, rough, alive. He didn’t need to look.

He knew what it was.

His fingers traced the ridged surface—scaled and layered like stone forged in fire.

A dragon egg.

Dark orange. Warm now, despite the cold. Its pulse matched the sound in his ears. Matched his own.

And as he cradled it to his chest, the truth pulsed with it—terrible, impossible, real.

The curse was not returning.

Something else was waking.


EPILOGUE


Unsteady on his feet, Skara welcomed the throne as if fate itself had set it there for him.

One hand traced the armrest—smooth, cool, ancient stone—before he lowered himself into the seat, easing back as though settling into his rightful place. Despite the pain clawing at his ribs and the weeping gashes lining his side, this—this singular moment—felt right.

The world, long fractured and chaotic, finally clicked into place.

He shifted slightly, adjusting to the throne’s contours. It didn’t just fit him—it embraced him. As though it had waited. As though the stone had been carved in some forgotten age for him.

Skara smiled. He had been made for a throne.

Seated as sovereign at the ruin’s heart, he could see everything. He only wished Gelakor were still alive to witness it. To feel the sting of defeat. For the legendary Dragon Rider to know that his sacrifices had amounted to nothing. That Skara—the man he thought he’d murdered with an axe buried in his chest—had risen.

And now, that same axe was in someone else’s hands.

Baelon Vos stormed across the ruined hall, his face carved from fury and disbelief, stepping over corpses as though they were nothing more than scattered leaves. The fallen royal guards. The broken spymaster. The shattered remnants of loyalty and oaths now long defiled.

Skara barely looked at him.

Instead, his gaze drifted down to the still form slumped at the base of the throne—the Aegre.

Feathers still smouldered, dancing with lazy flames, and a silvyr blade jutted from its skull like a final insult. A creature of the skies. A beast feared even by dragons. Aegres were death given wings by all accounts.

It hadn’t been that hard to kill.

Just another relic of a world that hadn’t understood what was coming.

Now it did.

Skara sat taller in the throne, his shoulders back, his hand curling around the armrest like a king claiming his kingdom—not with a coronation, but with carnage.

Baelon approached, and the air grew heavier with every step.

But Skara was already where he was meant to be.

Herragax was feeling something similar, her great mass curled behind the throne. Walking beneath the dragon’s arching head, Vander paused to reclaim the silvyr sword Joran had driven into the stone.

The other Riders, Raya and Rengyr, stood off to one side, wise enough to keep their distance when the Dragonlord had an air of fury about him.

“You.” The word broke away from Baelon’s lips, heralding his wrath. “You forced my hand. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this!”

“On the contrary,” Skara replied, appearing even more relaxed upon the throne, “it couldn’t have happened any other way. Otherwise we wouldn’t be here, in the heart of power.”

“Gondrith, Obrin, Haldar—dead! Yillir, Melanda, Sharuuq—dead! Three Riders and three dragons all dead because you couldn’t wait!”

“Come now, Baelon, this is just the beginning. It’s good to cut the wheat from the chaff.”

That only infuriated the Dragonlord all the more, seeing him take two threatening steps towards the throne, his glove creaking around the axe. “Their lives were not to be thrown away! Nor was Joran! He would still be standing with us if you had but kept to the shadows, where you belong.”

“The shadows,” Skara echoed, a look of amusement tugging at his lips. “I have existed on the periphery of civilisation for millennia. If my next death is to be my end, you can bet I’m done with the shadows. It’s time to be seen again! Only then will the world come together, bowing as one people to their rightful lord.”

Baelon’s anger melted into brief confusion before revelation reigned over his nine-hundred year old face. “You are a poison. I should have seen that from the start. I don’t care what you have to offer, what power you can teach me. I already have everything I need to enforce a lasting peace.”

The Dark One relaxed back in the throne, a sardonic smile for the Dragonlord. “What you have is a wilting order much in need of sharpening. I could help, you know,” he said, a deliberate glance spared for Herragax. “I did build the order, after all. The Dragon Riders of my day faced down Leviathans.”

“Poison!” Baelon spat. “Your every word is dripping with it. I will not suffer it any longer.”

Skara responded with a mocking look of awe, his lips shaped as if to whistle. “That sounds like unwavering conviction to me. And you already have the authority,” he added, gesturing at the Dragonlord and his towering posture upon the steps. “But do you have what it takes to claim the victory?” he asked, his words like a snake slipping unseen through the grass.

Baelon’s face fell—eyes wide, lips parting—but the axe was already rising.

Skara didn’t flinch.

He simply watched, eyes tracking the weapon as it swept upward in a single, fluid motion. It glittered in Baelon’s grip, the light catching along the steel edge as the Dragonlord arced it high, preparing to split Skara from crown to hip.

And still, Skara didn’t move. Not a finger.

Why would he?

It wasn’t Gelakor, son of Felion, who brought the weapon down—the only man who had ever resisted Skara’s binding spells, the only man the axe had ever loved beside its maker.

No. This was Baelon Vos.

The fool who would be king.

The blade began to fall⁠—

And vanished.

Gone, ripped from Baelon’s grip in the space between thoughts. The weapon of power knew its master’s call and returned to Skara.

In the same instant, Vander stepped into the chaos, sword flashing with lethal grace. Before Baelon could react, steel bit deep. The blade cleaved through his wrist in a clean arc, and then—without pause—drew a crimson line across his cheek and ear, peeling flesh and splitting skin.

Baelon cried out and stumbled backward, blood spraying from the severed stump where his right hand had been—the same hand that Gallien had lost to the Padoshi. The irony was sharp enough to draw blood of its own.

Shock overtook him. He clutched the air, reeling, staggering down the throne steps, gaze darting between Vander and Skara.

The betrayal broke him more than the wound.

He had trusted Vander.

Skara rose at last, the axe alive with cruel purpose in his hand. A slow, unsettling smile tugged across his face, cold as midnight steel. Another piece of the world had slotted into place.

Then, a snarl.

He thrust one hand outward, and a wave of pure force erupted from his palm.

Baelon had no time to brace.

The spell struck the Dragonlord like a hammer, blasting him from the steps. The force didn’t just hurl him—it launched him, dragging chunks of stone and shattered debris in his wake. His body gouged through the floor with a sickening crunch and skidded across the length of the chamber, until he slammed into the far wall just beside the entrance.

And there he stayed—crumpled, broken, and still.

The throne chamber was silent but for the hiss of Skara’s breath. He commanded the axe to slip through the folds in reality and await his need of it. Instead, he busied his hands with the crown, retrieving it from its place hooked on the armrest. It teetered on the end of one obsidian claw while he let his gaze wander up to Vander at his side.

The Rider looked to be conflicted, fearful even. He was terrified that Baelon would get back up and bring wrath and ruin to bear. Raya and Rengyr looked more shocked than anything else, their attention constantly shifting between Baelon’s still form and Skara upon the throne.

It was time to seize the moment.

“Is it not tradition for a Dragonlord to rise after defeating their predecessor?” Skara called out, challenging Raya and Rengyr to defy their own rules. “Should you not then be bowing to the new Dragonlord?” he looked up to the side, indicating that Vander now owned that most coveted title.

Vander appeared just as bewildered as Raya and Rengyr, like a deer caught in the hunter’s sights. Skara hardened his brow, encouraging the Rider to rise to the occasion. While he was irritatingly slow about it, Vander did straighten up and raise his chin a notch. His shock and confusion subsided, replaced with his best impression of authority.

It was pathetic. But it would do.

Raya and Rengyr glanced at each other before lowering themselves to one knee, heads bowing in submission. A rush of excitement ran through Herragax, felt by both Vander and Skara. He had delivered the world she had envisioned. There was no doubt in Skara’s mind now—that dragon was his.

“Very good,” he announced, his tone suggesting he was still very much in charge. “Your first priority,” he went on, turning to speak directly to Vander, “is to retrieve that sword.”

“Sword?” Vander queried.

“The one wielded by the Kedradi. Joran took it with him. It must be found. I don’t care if civilisations fall in the process. The Dragon Riders will deliver it to me.”

Vander frowned. “Our priority is a sword?”

A low rumble resonated from deep inside Herragax’s chest, turning her companion as they exchanged private words.

“The sword was once known as Dragon Foe. And it isn’t a sword. It’s a key.”

“A key? To what?”

“To a new form of magic,” Skara replied seductively. “And a new form of magic is exactly what we need. Think of it as a cure,” he said, looking at Herragax’s black leg.

Vander came to understand, his head nodding. “Then the Dragon Riders will see it reclaimed.”

The Dark One opened his mouth, a hollow praise on the tip of his wicked tongue, when the most profound sensation washed over him. For just a moment, he feared it was blood loss shaving off the sharp edges of reality.

If only his fears had been the truth of it.

A powerful wind of ash and hellish sparks swept from east to west, rushing between the pillars before demolishing them altogether. Herragax and the Riders disappeared as swiftly as that infernal wind had arrived, though not a one of them looked to have noticed the shift in reality.

Left seated on the throne, under a red and stormy sky, Skara Pendain could only watch as Verda was turned inside out around him, the plains torn asunder and the mountains of The Spine blown into the heavens, their many pieces floating among the tumultuous clouds.

It was with a chilling revelation and no certain amount of dread that The Dark One understood where he was. The truth of it was like ice in his veins, a barbed hand clenching at his gut.

He was inside a sanctuary. His sanctuary.

“Impossible,” he muttered, hands gripping the throne.

Not since his days as The Pendain had he known that place. It had fallen into ruin, the sanctuary left to decay without its makers inhabiting it. Yet there it was, clinging to life. Skara stood up, his gaze sweeping to take it in. He couldn’t make sense of it. The pocket dimension had been sealed off the moment his Golems combined their power and sent…

And sent Malliath to the Shadow Realm.

He knew then, his breath caught in his throat. The only way the sanctuary could open to him again was if his bond with Malliath snapped back—if they, once again, co-existed in the same reality. But that would mean⁠—

It began as a low tremor in the stone beneath his feet, a roar like mountains groaning in long slumber. Then it rose—swelling—into a sound that clawed at the very sky. It wasn’t merely ear-splitting, it was ancient, a voice dredged from the deepest shadows of the world, dripping in the echoes of untold torment and despair. As the very air seemed to recoil from the rasping thunder, the roar scraped across Skara’s bones, infusing them with dread.

It was a warning committed to sound, a promise of ruin and skies blackened by wings.

It was wretched fury.

It was uncompromising dominion.

It was the end, spoken aloud.

Despite the roar that rippled over his skin, Skara wouldn’t believe it until he saw it. And so he dared to turn around, there to be faced by the black dragon himself. Scarred and maimed, he lifted his head of horns and looked down on Skara with purple eyes of blazing hatred. Death did not have a face, at least not one any man might recognise. That didn’t stop Malliath from trying.

Skara dropped to his knees, his world upended, as the throne was reduced to ash and carried off on the acidic wind.

In defiance of The Dark One’s power, if not nature itself… The Drakalis had returned.
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AUTHOR NOTES


The Last Ballad of Hope marks not only my longest book to date but also the 20th book of my career. It feels like a wonderful milestone after writing for 12 years and publishing for 8 years.

And what a journey it’s been! I never dreamed that Verda would become what it is today, with so many readers and their love for it. The scope of it feels infinite, though I am cautious to bloat the universe. Realistically, there are only so many epic sagas to tell with more grounded stories wedged in between.

This particular story, however, is still very much in full swing. The Last Ballad of Hope is book 3 of 5, and I think we can all agree the next two books are going to look a little different to what has come before them.

I suppose the biggest change will be the timelines. Daijen has been flung into the present, a fact that will change everything as far as character interaction goes—not to mention all the things Daijen knows that present day characters do not.

As with book 3, I wrote Daijen to a point in this one and then stopped, giving my full attention to the present timeline. I did that initially because he entered the Shadow Realm and I had no idea what that looked like. It was an alien world in my head, but I couldn’t quite figure out what that translated to on the page. Rather than give over a chunk of time to figuring that out, I diverted my imagination to the other characters.

This was also timely as the present storylines were quickening in pace and needed moulding chapter after chapter without interruption from the past. As a result, I ended up writing the book to its conclusion, save for the epilogue. As a writing technique goes, I definitely rate it, as I had a fully-formed idea of the Shadow Realm by the time I was finished writing the last chapter (never underestimate the power of the subconscious mind—it’s always working).

Of course, this led to a very intense period of writing at the very end, with 6 or 7 Daijen chapters left to write. I did, however, LOVE exploring the Shadow Realm and meeting its Hollow King. Now, as much as I would like to go on and detail more where they’re concerned, I think it better left alone for the time being.

What I can say is: Malliath! He’s obviously going to explode across the page in book 4, but I really enjoyed his little story arc this one. Once it clicked in my head—the idea that he had basically forgotten what he was—I knew I had unlocked the character in this part of his life. I then knew, of course, that he needed to remember what he was if they were ever going to escape. Well, what better way for a dragon to recall their true nature than by reclaiming their fire?

Being an organic writer, I don’t completely know what book 4 has in store for Malliath, but he is a character I am very excited to get back to. His impact cannot be understated.

I think, for me, one of the characters I really wanted to press into was Joran. In books 1 and 2 his story has seen him treated more like an object than a character. He is a potential tool/threat for multiple factions and gave numerous characters their driving force. In book 3, it was very important that Joran fully stepped into himself and became a character in his own right.

Unlike the rest f the characters, however, Joran offers a more complex weave when it comes to establishing him. Besides the visions that rest on his shoulders and the fact that he is now bonding with Morgwyn, he is also a teenage boy who has lost his father and all the mentors he met in book 1.

This is, essentially, where I started with Joran.

He’s young, inexperienced, a touch naive, and he feels utterly lost in the world. While Morgwyn helps to ground him as well as forge him into something stronger and wiser, Joran is still missing that key element that has been with him since infancy: a father. A father’s love, care, and attention is the only thing he’s ever known in a world that rejects his very existence.

Enter Baelon Vos.

I enjoyed the build up to this character over the last 2 entries in the series. Bringing him to life on the page felt rather freeing, given that he is a character who can do whatever he wants, and with 900 years behind him to boot.

The idea that Baelon would be someone Joran saw as a father figure just made sense when I got writing. He very much forced his way into Joran’s life at the most turbulent time for the teenager. This made Joran totally vulnerable to the impact Baelon would make on him.

As you’ve seen already though, Joran was eventually able to view the world as only he could. He couldn’t have found his way through the fog of it all without Morgwyn of course. I’m excited to explore their bond further and develop Morgwyn into a fully mature character that belongs beside Joran rather than an extension of Joran.

I have to talk about Cob. You can’t stop me. As much as this story was about Skara’s return and first moves, it was also about the Kedradi ranger. The title of the book refers to his curse, after all.

Firstly, because im excited—he’s bonded with a dragon egg!

His personality type makes him a clear choice but, as we’ve learned, there has to be more to one when earning the dragon heart. While he possessed all the requisite skills to be a Rider candidate, I love that he was inspired by Joran at the end—the very thing Joran is destined to do.

He saw Joran fighting Skara, giving his all against a foe he couldn’t hope to beat, yet he fought anyway, because it was the right thing to do. Cob then takes that inspiration and throws himself into certain death, embracing his curse at the same time, to beat The Dark One.

This excites me because I didn’t plan it! It just happened. The very thing Joran is said to do. And Cob is the first Rider in that inspired generation. I love it! This is why I write stories!

I also enjoyed the fact that his bond with the egg could only occur after the curse had been broken. It wasn’t just a burden on his psyche but a very real barrier between him and any potential bond.

I guess we’re all going to have to wait to see what happens next with the ranger his new companion though…

Speaking of waiting—Kitrana Voden. The battle maiden has finally, after so long and so much anguish, acquired Dawnbreaker. While she has had a chapter here and there, I feel her story is now going to blossom in book 4.

We’ve barely scratched the surface of the underwater world. In fact, we haven’t even seen a city yet, only ancient ruins and caverns. Added to that, a Leviathan is now in play. Gulp. I’m eager to dig into Kitrana more and all that comes with her story—can you tell book 4 is already calling to me?

I just want to add a note about Androma. For those who have read The Echoes Saga, you will recognise the elixir she has been consuming since her days in Ka’vairn. I purposefully made tweaks to it though, so in Androma’s case it only works when her heart rate is elevated rather than simply being subjected to darkness. I did this because of the enormous time between the two series, and I wanted to show variations in the same magic when used and (in the case of the elves - eventually) by different cultures.

Speaking of the elves… I don’t want to get into spoiler territory here (if you haven’t read The Echoes Saga), so I will keep it basic and vague. The Andarens are not the elves you meet in TES. If you’ve read TES then you know when the elves appear and how they appear. The Andarens were certainly used in this matter, hence the similarities in pointed ears and angular features etc. Elves, however, are immortal, whereas Andarens live to about six hundred, and elves have variation in skin tone whereas all Andarens are chalk-white.

I appear to have rambled on now for some time, and I could certainly keep going but that will only expand the book and increase production costs - no one wants that!

As always, I would appreciate any reviews you might leave on Amazon. The reviews and stars really help to push the books and bring in new readers. As an indie publisher, I can tell you it goes a long way.

Since I’ve already started writing book 4, I’m just going to get on with that now, so thanks for reading—especially this far.

Until the next time…
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