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        These Favoured elves fall and lose their way, as man’s anger devours all dragons fire. The immortal man is set to rise, bringing the dark one closer to his most dangerous desire.

      

        

      
        Paldora’s celestial gem graces the daylight, and in its beauty ordains calamity. Only alliance and trust between two shores offers an intimation of hope and a glimpse of eternity.

      

        

      
        Children of fire and flame offer great promise, but only one perceives the time we will fall. As the Gods recast their fortune and power, one will suffer the burden of destiny for all.

      

        

      
        - NALANA SEVARI
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      Thousands of years ago…

      On the highest slopes of the Vengoran mountains, where the air was thin and the wind a bitter chill, the king of the first men and the one, true kingdom surveyed all of Verda. Atilan braced his hands against the icy, cold balcony of Kaliban’s state room and looked down on the world that was rightfully his. Illian was his by birthright and only he should rule over it for all time.

      And yet…

      Atilan looked high into the sky, as he had done his entire life, searching for dragons. The king knew he would find none, for why else would he have built a fortress so high, where even dragons dare not fly? It was those dragons who had robbed him of his birthright, those beasts who served no purpose but to sustain mankind, as every other living creature did. Their rebellion and that of the Dragon Riders had cost him his armies, his home and the chance to live forever.

      The wind and the snow beat against the invisible shield that surrounded him, generated by his staff, which stood by his side without aid. The shield flared with a fiery orange here and there, but still, the staff filled the sphere with enough heat to keep the cold out of his bones. The thought had Atilan inspecting the back of his hand, a hand that reflected his increasing age. Prominent veins, dark spots, and flesh more akin to a cracked desert floor reminded the king that he was growing closer to death with every second.

      Both magic and science had failed him. Atilan’s first attempt at prolonging life had resulted in an entirely new species he had no desire to see again. The elf, as they were apparently calling themselves, were nothing but a reminder that immortality would forever be an unattainable gift that could only be given, never received. A spiteful part of him wanted to wipe the elves away, denying them the life that should have been his own, but war with the dragons had consumed him. Their fire and ice had chipped away at his one, true kingdom until there was almost nothing left… almost.

      Atilan’s staff released a soft pitch that only the king could hear, alerting him to a presence on the balcony. It could not be Naius, for the wizard never left his crystal pools in days of late. The footsteps were light too, excluding Lord Krayt. It could only be one other.

      “Paldora,” Atilan called softly, his voice just breaking the sound of the wind.

      “Your Grace…” Paldora practically glided onto the balcony in her black dress, its magical silk glistening as if the stars were trapped inside.

      Atilan commanded his sphere to expand and encompass his young wife, taking her into his globe of warmth. Inside his spell they were immune to nature’s harsh environment.

      “You might be my ninth wife, but you’re certainly my favourite wife!” Atilan enjoyed the smile on his wife’s youthful face. How he envied her youth.

      “You mean I am the youngest wife you have ever had,” Paldora replied with a soft kiss on his cheek.

      I could still have younger, the king thought, though the mischievous idea was fleeting, his mind weighed down with visions of what was to come.

      “I have failed us all, Paldora…” Atilan crossed his arms and cupped his white beard.

      “There is still time, Your Grace.” Paldora clung to his arm, bringing her lips close to his ear. “Naius has almost completed his work.”

      “Life beyond the veil is not the immortality I envisioned for my people. From Naius' estimations, life will be very different to the one we know.”

      Paldora clung tighter still. “But it will be life.”

      “What is life to be without a kingdom, without my kingdom? Illian is mine!” Atilan shrugged his wife off and shouted, “THOSE WICKED BEASTS HAVE TAKEN IT FROM ME!” Lightning sparked in the highest heavens and thunder clapped across the sky as the mage unleashed his wrath. “If it is the last thing I ever do, I will see every one of them stripped of their wings, I’ll have their scales peeled off and their hearts will feed my dogs for an eternity! I’ll breed them just to watch them suffer!”

      Paldora’s expression should have been one of shock, but unlike his previous wives, Paldora could only smile at her king’s remarks, almost relishing in his descriptions.

      “They had no right to deny you immortality, Your Grace,” Paldora purred into his ear. “They should have granted you the same as any Dragon Rider.”

      “The Dragon Riders are not without blame!” Atilan spat. “They should have shared their secrets with their king!”

      Paldora leaned on his shoulder and said, “And now they are all dead for their betrayal. There is only us...”

      Atilan’s staff hummed again, alerting only the king to another arrival. The sound of his armour, crafted from the bones of dragons, could be heard over the chilling breeze.

      “Lord Krayt.”

      “Your Grace…” Krayt, Atilan’s minister of war, stepped onto the balcony. He was looking as ancient as Atilan these days, his body equally ravaged by time, leaving the minister with a pointed, crooked nose, liver-spotted hands, and a white beard that competed with the king’s for length.

      “What news of my people?” the king asked, looking to the south, where The Wild Moores sat behind the mist of clouds.

      “They have reached the Moores, but the dragons have hounded them every step of the way, Your Grace. Without any more Crissalith we have only our magic to keep them at bay. I advise staying in Kaliban.”

      Krayt was not a large man, but his talents lay not in his muscles but in his brain. Atilan had always valued his opinion and took heed of his strategy in war, but they were not at war anymore, now they were fleeing, clawing to stay alive.

      “I promised my people immortality, Lord Krayt.” Atilan faced his minister. “I am a man of my word.”

      The three retreated into the depths of Kaliban, until its stone halls became the Vengoran rock of the cavern. The crystal pools illuminated the space in brilliant, white light as they churned within their pits. Naius had been cultivating the pools for decades, a fact that was evident by the cavern’s unique sense of up and down. Naius himself was standing over a pool, with his staff stirring the liquid-like crystals. To Atilan and the others, it appeared as if the wizard was standing upside down, between two stalactites.

      Without hesitation, the three walked up the nearest wall and joined Naius by the pool. The wizard was only a few years younger than the king, but his long, dark hair had retained much of its natural colour. His normally clean-shaven face had grown wild with greying stubble and his pallor had taken a turn. His eyes were wide and never left the glowing pools to greet his king.

      “Is it ready?” Atilan asked.

      Naius tilted his head but remained fixed on the crystals. “It is.”

      Atilan had never been a patient man, or even a merciful one, but reservations were required when dealing with genius. Naius was perhaps his greatest weapon, besides his own command of the magical arts, and he knew when to push him and when to simply leave him be.

      The wizard tentatively reached into the pool, his hand gently displacing the ever-changing crystals. The Veil, as Naius had come to call it, was removed from the warm bath and presented to them as a trophy. Atilan had never seen it before, but his demands of the wizard had been quite specific. The golden sphere fit perfectly, cradled in his hand, no bigger than Naius' palm. Its gleaming surface was layered in beautiful glyphs, branded as it was with powerful magic. Naius flattened his hand and the sphere came to life, with a previously unseen ring of golden metal expanding out from the main body. The ring was tethered to the sphere, not by any mechanical piece but by magic. The hovering ring vibrated and another ring shot out and fell into a different orbit around the sphere.

      “Magnificent…” Paldora whispered.

      Atilan was transfixed by the device, which had now produced two more  floating rings that continued to circle the sphere with various orbits. Sending Naius to Kaliban so long ago had been a hard decision for the king, but now it had born fruit. Their last ditch effort to find immortality was not as he had intended, but it would give them the time to plan.

      “We will be gods!” Krayt reached out to touch The Veil, but hesitated seeing Naius' guarded expression.

      “Will we be able to observe this world, from the other side?” Paldora asked.

      “Our influence is yet to be determined,” Naius replied. “We will see things… hear things… but not everything.”

      “Our time on the other side is temporary,” Atilan announced in his commanding tone. “We will use that time to learn more about the dragons and how we can defeat them, nothing more.” A thought occurred to the king. “The Veil will accompany us to the other side, yes?” His question was more of a statement, since this particular detail had been outlined years ago, during The Veil’s inception.

      “Of course,” Naius was quick to respond, “the portal will close and The Veil will follow us through. We can return whenever we so choose, Your Grace.”

      Atilan smiled wickedly at his own brilliance. Outside of time, neither death nor dragon could harm him. When he finally had the perfect plan, he would return to Illian and exact a bloody vengeance upon their kind and rule over all of Verda as a true immortal.

      The king removed a small crystal from his belt and casually threw it into the cavern, where it exploded into a dark portal, as quiet as the night. The four companions stepped through the abyss and left the caverns of Kaliban far behind, travelling hundreds of miles to the south in a single step. The breeze whipping around the great Wild Moores was far more pleasant than the arctic winds that blasted the tips of the Vengora Mountains.

      Atilan looked up into a sky blanketed with thick, grey clouds. He had come to hate the clouds as the war dragged on; the dragons could move unseen. Krayt wasted no time in summoning the refugees of the one, true kingdom. With a slender wand, drawn from the base of his back, the minister of war whistled into the dense forest, his pitch exaggerated by holding the wand under his lips. Paldora and Naius joined Atilan in watching the sky, the queen with her wand and the wizard with his staff.

      “There…” Naius lifted his chin at a cloud to their right, where the faintest shadow glided through the mist.

      “And there…” Paldora was looking to their left.

      Atilan braced his staff, tipped with a spear on one end and a globe of amber on the other. The Crissalith gems that laced the shaft would be his greatest weapon if one of the dragons touched down. The snapping of twigs and rustling of branches had the king turning to the Moores, from which his people were slowly emerging. A quick count had Atilan concerned, for only sixteen people walked out onto the plains to greet them.

      “Where are the others?” he asked immediately.

      Ymir, his minister of the harvest, replied, “The dragons were relentless, Your Grace. Many have fled deeper into The Wild Moores…”

      Atilan was quick to anger. “My instructions were clear! Is my word not my bond? I promised immortality and I have delivered!” The king gestured to Naius, who was holding The Veil. “We must cross over now, as one people! It may be years before we return!” Atilan fought the urge to kill someone.

      “It was The Echoes, Your Grace.” Ymir’s voice trembled. “They have foreseen calamity.”

      Atilan rolled his eyes. The Echoes was a religion he should have seen to years ago, but as with everything else, the war had consumed his efforts.

      “Those crippled old men think they can see the future!” the king spat. “I have seen the future! The one, true king! Their prophecies come from a god that does not exist. I am their god! How dare they poison my own people against me!” Atilan was pacing now, his staff stabbing the soft ground. “Fine! Let them rot in the forest with their precious god, all of them! We will live forever and return to rule without them.” The king gave Naius the order to proceed with a simple nod.

      The wizard threw The Veil away from them all, but the sphere of gold never reached the grass before the magic inside came to life. The orb floated in the air and its rings expanded from nowhere and spun around the ball at incredible speeds. The glyphs that lined the metal began to glow, until the details of The Veil couldn’t be seen at all; there was only light.

      “Dragons!” someone shouted.

      Atilan tore his eyes from the spectacle and looked up to see none other than Garganafan and Malliath dropping out of the sky. The two largest of their kind, with Malliath of a temper not dissimilar to Atilan himself. The king had always dreamed of keeping the black dragon for himself, as a mount.

      Krayt ran ahead of the group, past The Veil, and fired two spells of destructive energy into the sky, forcing the dragons to change their approach. Garganafan came in first, from the left, and swept over the top of the trees with a breath of molten fire. Atilan raised his staff and cast a defensive spell that arched over the twenty humans, shielding them from the inferno. The air was soon filled with the smell of sulphur and ash. Someone screamed at the sound of their roar, but most responded with spells of their own, lighting up the sky with every colour.

      Malliath returned their barrage with fireball after fireball, each large enough to consume ten men. Atilan kept them all at bay, while Krayt landed a successful blow against Malliath’s underbelly with a lightning spell. The dragon roared and flew higher into the air, giving Garganafan the space to swoop in.

      “Naius!” Atilan shouted.

      “It needs more time!” the wizard bellowed.

      The king lifted his staff high into the air and called on nature to bow before the self-proclaimed ruler of all. Atilan stirred the clouds and changed the atmosphere, altering the pressure in the air. Grey clouds became black clouds, and thunder rolled across the heavens as lightning streaked within. Amid the pouring rain, Garganafan’s breath of ice was met with a combined spell of fire from the group and a shielding spell from Paldora. By the time the standoff was over, the storm above was ready to be unleashed.

      Malliath’s next run was interrupted by the staccato of lightning. The dragon weaved between the bolts, but was unable to evade them all. His cries of pain brought a smile to Atilan’s face. Garganafan took several bolts to the back, but the golden dragon was indomitable. The king could feel his gaze directly over him.

      “Your Grace!” Naius gestured to The Veil, which had expanded now into a portal of pure white. “We must go, now!”

      “Go!” Atilan ordered.

      Those few who had kept their faith in him ran for the portal. Naius and Krayt were the last to pass through, with Atilan pausing only to stare at Garganafan, who was still hurtling towards him. One last look of defiance was the impression Atilan wished to leave the dragon with.

      “I WILL RETURN!” The king walked through the gateway and the portal collapsed… leaving The Veil behind.
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            Return of the Dragorn

          

        

      

    

    
      The towering pyramid of Malaysai burned, an inferno in the heart of the city. Black smoke poured out of every window and balcony, masking the horizon beyond The Great Maw’s jungle canopy. From his position in the sky, Gideon could see the crowds of Darkakin warriors running towards The Goddess’ palace, pushing through the mob of savages; their weapons catching in the sun.

      Can you see Galanӧr? Talking to Ilargo through their bond was starting to feel as normal as breathing.

      No, Ilargo’s young, male voice replied. But the crowds of Darkakin are picking up weapons now.

      He must be inside the pyramid…

      Ilargo continued to glide over the edge of the city with his magnificent, green wings extended, the soft membranes taut in the wind. Gideon held on tightly to the horns protruding from the back of the dragon’s neck and adjusted his position to see directly below. The golden flecks decorating Ilargo’s green scales were mesmerising, but Gideon, a Dragorn now, focused on the scurrying Darkakin.

      I can't see. His human eyes couldn't be compared to a dragon’s.

      Ilargo didn't have to say anything for Gideon to interpret the subtle shift in the dragon’s muscles. Bracing his legs, the Dragorn tensed his entire body before Ilargo tucked in his wings and dived.

      An acute state of alarm and a moment of panic rushed through Gideon’s mind, transferred from Ilargo’s own emotions. The Dragorn tilted his head to look around and over Ilargo’s neck, but the dragon barrel-rolled to the left without warning.

      Hold On!

      Ilargo’s words, much like his evasion, came too late for Gideon. The dragon’s sudden inversion had the mage falling through the sky with nothing but the hard ground rushing up to meet him. It was only seconds, however, before Ilargo was under him and matching his descent until they were together again.

      We will have to practice that…

      Gideon wasn't looking forward to it. He wanted to ask why they had rolled at all, but the answer came in the form of another evasion, only this time, Ilargo tucked in a single wing and dived at an awkward angle. Gideon managed to stay astride the dragon this time and glimpse the giant, iron bolt cut through the air beside them.

      That single bolt was quickly followed by more, forcing Ilargo to change direction time and time again. Gideon looked out over the sprawling city and found the source of the projectiles. Dotted around the edges and atop several buildings were giant ballistas, each manned by three or four Darkakin. This was a city built to repel and kill dragons…

      A heavy weight pressed on Gideon’s conscience. He had brought Ilargo, a member of an endangered species, and a young member at that, to a city of cannibals and rapists who loved nothing more than hunting dragons and wearing their teeth as a fashion accessory.

      My scales are tougher than you think.

      What if they have Crissalith?

      The green crystal was pure anti-magic. In its presence, any mage, or even an elf, was cut off from that extra sense that connected them to the magical realm. It also caused dragons to fall from the sky. As beings of pure magic, dragons simply couldn't exist without that connection, a connection Gideon was now wholly a part of.

      Then we will burn it!

      Gideon felt something change inside Ilargo. That part of a dragon that all men should fear was awoken with all the rage and fury befitting a creature capable of burning the world. That predatory mindset took over Gideon’s mind too, as the beating heart of both dragon and Dragorn came together in perfect harmony. One word came to his mind; unleash.

      The mage held on tight and took a deep breath, braced for the inevitable dive. Ilargo brought in his wings and dropped as a stone from the heavens. The giant bolts whistled past, seemingly from every angle, often close enough for Gideon to make out the barbed tips. When the jungle canopy consumed their vision, Ilargo unfurled his wings and glided over the top with envious speed. The bolts were beginning to slow down now, as the Darkakin grew tired with the constant reloading. The green dragon took advantage of their fatigue and raced towards the towers that surrounded Malaysai.

      Gideon could feel the heat radiating from Ilargo’s scales into his legs. The mage adjusted the position of his thighs, unaccustomed to the forge inside the dragon's chest. The closest tower grew in size dramatically until they were close enough to see the terrified faces of the savages. Ilargo spat, as any human would, and let loose his devastating breath with a blazing ball of fire. The top of the tower exploded in a shower of splinters and charred body parts.

      Ilargo’s momentum hurtled them both into the thick of the city, where the dragon wreaked fiery hell. Banking left, then right, to avoid the fresh bolts and arrows from below, Gideon shifted his body with Ilargo’s and witnessed death on a scale he had never imagined before. When the dragon ceased to spit fireballs at the towers, he turned his attention to the sprawling streets with a torrent of flames. Everything burned. A stray arrow bounced off of Ilargo’s scales an inch above the Dragorn’s thigh, and he ducked to avoid the barrage from the rooftops.

      One flap of his wings had Ilargo taking off into the sky, but the dragon deliberately dropped his tail to split the nearest roof in half, killing all those situated on top. Gaining height was truly required to see all of Malaysai beneath them. The city was bigger than any in Illian and almost as cramped as the island city of Dragorn.

      Like ants from a disturbed nest, the Darkakin emerged from every hole in the conglomerate of shanty towns. Despite having a clear warrior caste, the savages of south Ayda were all killers and familiar with a variety of weapons. Ilargo continued to dip here and there, allowing his wicked tail to reduce the buildings to nothing but debris, but still, the iron bolts flew across the city, skimming the rooftops in a bid to find their mark. Gideon could see the deadly bolt to their left and was about to shout a warning when Ilargo stretched out his wings and brought them to a complete halt in the air.

      I see it!

      The bolt cut through the air harmlessly and the green dragon dropped onto the collection of rooftops below. Using his four powerful legs, Ilargo charged over the brittle buildings, collapsing most in the process, and jumped down into the street. Their arrival was met with screams from most and anger from those who tried to replace their fear with something that would stop them from freezing on the spot. Ilargo ducked his head, bringing his maw level with the Darkakin that ran towards them. The jet of fire took no prisoners and peeled the flesh from their muscles with ease. Gideon tried not to think of those who were still screaming before their bodies hit the ground.

      Ilargo roared and pounded his front feet into the ground, emptying the streets of all those who survived the inferno. Frustration emanated from the dragon, only this time the emotion was translated perfectly in Gideon’s mind. Ilargo was capable of so much more in the air, but not with the mage holding on for dear life. The Dragorn could see the manoeuvres clearly in Ilargo’s mind and knew well that he wasn't ready to execute them yet.

      In time… Ilargo assured.

      Gideon knew it was a ridiculous thing to say, but he said it anyway. Just be safe.

      Our lives are now linked; we must both be safe, or both will perish.

      Gideon slowly nodded his head, feeling even more responsibility than before. He had to live or Ilargo would die with him. The Dragorn quickly slipped down the scales and walked into Malaysai’s streets. The burning pyramid was easy to find in the distance, with its tower of black smoke against the blue sky.

      Don't forget to use the sword. It’s more powerful than you know…

      Gideon looked over his shoulder at the red and gold hilt of Mournblade. The sword was currently tucked away between the straps of the sheath which housed his shortened staff. He had already cut the red leather of his jacket sliding it into place and was loath to pull it free. At the last second, he reached for his staff instead and mentally commanded the haft to grow to its full length. He was simply more comfortable with the staff and the elven scimitar still felt foreign in his grip, as all swords would, he mused.

      Ilargo squatted down and took off with more force than Gideon would have been able to handle, his wings and tail kicking up the sand in a great plume. More bolts cut across the sky, but the dragon weaved between them and disappeared over the cityscape. Gideon waved the sand from his eyes and wasted no more time; he had to reach the pyramid.

      The streets were chaotic, filled with slaves murdering their masters and neighbors slitting each other's throats, taking advantage of the madness to exact revenge against grievances or simply to steal. What none of them realised, Gideon thought, was that there would be nothing left of Malaysai or even their civilisation when Ilargo was finished burning it to the ground. Using the attack to elevate their own status was ultimately pointless when dragon’s fire awaited them all.

      Four Darkakin ran out of an alleyway and pointed at Gideon, an obvious foreigner, and yelled in their native language. They weren't afraid of him, and judging by the weapons they brandished, they were ready for a fight. The Dragorn had no time to reconsider his route, as the next street would take him directly to the base of the pyramid.

      There are more coming your way, from the east!

      The Darkakin sneered and began to spread out, intending to surround Gideon and overwhelm him. They were all hunters by their very nature.

      Can you redirect them? Gideon asked, taking the measure of his opponents.

      Ilargo’s answer was easy to determine, as a wall of flames tore through the streets to the mage’s left, licking the tops of the crude houses. The screams of pain were short-lived and drowned out by Ilargo’s beating wings, before he took off over the city again.

      Gideon twirled his staff, getting a feel for the balance. He had fought with the magical tool many times and knew how to use it as both a ranged weapon and in close quarters. Unlike in his training, however, the Darkakin came at him as one, the perfect pack.

      Adapting, the mage thrust the tip of the staff behind him with enough force to knock the first Darkakin back to the ground, before thrusting forward with a destructive spell on the edge of his lips. The magic that burst forth broke every rib in the second Darkakin’s chest and sent him careening over a broken cart. A quick pivot and flick of the staff broke the jaw of the third, but Gideon continued his fluid spin of the staff and planted it into the ground, allowing him to jump up and kick the last savage in the face. The kick was swift but it wasn't enough to keep the man down. The Dragorn finished the fight with an arching sweep of his staff, adding a touch of telekinetic magic to the flourish. The savage was flung into the air and sent spinning through the nearest door.

      Normally, Gideon would have admired his technique and taken a moment to congratulate his form, but those days were gone, replaced with days of action and responsibility. Instead, the Dragorn sprinted down the dusty street, jumping over the small fires and charred bodies, while pushing through the growing mob of terrified Darkakin.

      Rounding the corner presented Gideon with more problems, lots of problems in fact. With the dragon back in the air, the streets were quickly growing crowded again; there were Darkakin running wild in every direction, seeking shelter from the shadow that swooped over the ground.

      You couldn't have dropped me a little closer?

      As you wish. Ilargo replied. The next time we make a frontal assault on a city of barbaric savages, you can choose where I drop you… but I will choose the height.

      Gideon almost laughed at the dragon’s tone, but the spectacle in front of him robbed the mage of any response. Ilargo glided down into the main street with all the grace of a boulder and smashed into the throng of Darkakin. His magnificent wings sliced through the crowds, dropping men and women, until the dragon took off again with a savage in each claw. The four helpless Darkakin were taken high into the air before returning to Verda’s unyielding embrace. Their cries for help were brought to a sudden stop when they hit the ground.

      Normally, Gideon would have winced at the sights and sounds, but the connection he now shared with Ilargo gave the young man an edge. A predatory side of the dragon’s personality, combined with Gideon’s instinct to survive, took charge of his senses.

      Broken and bloody Darkakin crawled through the streets, their limbs twisted into unnatural positions, while others were simply missing them. Ilargo wasn't even a fully grown dragon, yet the ruin he could bring down on man’s world was beyond compare.

      Gideon ran down the long, main street that cut through the city, his staff in hand. As he drew closer to the pyramid, its size began to dominate the horizon; he had forgotten how big it was since he and Galanӧr had last fought inside its halls. Tall spikes adorned the edge of the giant structure, each the resting place of some poor soul who had slighted The Goddess.

      How am I going to find them in there?

      Follow the bodies...

      Gideon had to agree with Ilargo’s suggestion. Galanӧr’s skill with a blade couldn't be matched by the savages, not to mention his speed and strength. The mage ran for the opening at the base, but his senses were knocked from him when a mob of Darkakin exploded from an alley in a fit of screams and terror. The Dragorn was jostled and pushed about as the men and women scattered into the street and ran in every direction.

      Gideon managed to break free from the group and get a better look at his surroundings. Ilargo, you’re forcing them towards the pyramid!

      More and more Darkakin were heading towards the pyramid from all over the city. With a dragon delivering death from above, it was clearly the safest place to be. The swelling numbers made it hard for Gideon to distinguish friend from foe, with many ignoring him in the hopes of reaching the pyramid. A quick swing of his staff put down one Darkakin who took too much notice of him, but the altercation attracted more of his violent kin.

      Ilargo!

      I’m a little busy!

      The strain in Ilargo’s response gave Gideon pause. So powerful was the dragon that the mage continued to forget that Ilargo had never done anything like this before. The memories passed onto him from Rainael, his mother, would offer him tactics, but even the queen of the dragons had always been helped by others during the First War and the Dragon War.

      Ilargo get out. You got me here, now leave.

      It took a moment for Ilargo to respond. If one of us dies, we both die. We will fight together, Gideon, it’s our best chance.

      There was no time to respond before the Dragorn was tackled to the dusty ground. His head bounced off the solid slab, disorientating the mage for a moment and offering the Darkakin enough time to wrap his hands around Gideon’s throat. By the time his senses returned, his face had gone red and his eyes had filled with tears, while the savage drooled over him with glee.

      Gideon!

      The idea that Ilargo was experiencing his pain only angered Gideon. His hand darted out to the side and patted the area where his staff had fallen, but only the tips of his fingers touched the wood, pushing it further away. His lungs were beginning to burn now and the blood pooling under his cheeks began to sting. Punching the Darkakin was useless, as the savage took every hit with a wicked smile. Gideon’s survival instincts kicked in, simplifying his thoughts, while searching for a way to be rid of the Darkakin. His right hand shot back in and clasped Abigail’s wand, holstered on his thigh. There was barely enough room to point the wand at the savage’s belly, but the tip of the wood poked into the man’s ribcage and expelled a blast of destructive magic.

      Gideon gasped for a lung full of breath at the same moment the savage was launched high into the air. The proximity of the spell bent the Darkakin in half, until his torso passed between his legs, snapping his spine on his way back to the ground.

      More legs jostled the mage as he continued to choke and cough when he found his feet again. He pushed people out of the way to reclaim his staff, which had been kicked even further away. There were too many people crowding him, however, and the staff continued to elude his grasp. Gideon stopped massaging his sore throat and aimed Abigail’s wand into the rushing mob. The spell he uttered was simple enough, but its consumption of his energy was taxing. The wave of magic encompassed everyone in front of him, taking the speed out of their movements; this made them pliable and easy to move aside. Gideon sent them tumbling slowly into each other before he bent down and picked up his staff.

      Gideon!

      Ilargo’s cry was followed by the dragon slamming into the side of the pyramid, his claws keeping him pinned. The dragon was looking down the angled wall to the base, where a line of Darkakin was now emerging. Ilargo’s roar was defiant, but Gideon could feel the anger within. The Darkakin each possessed a spear tipped with Crissalith, easily seen as the crowds parted, leaving a space between them and Gideon.

      The bond between dragon and Dragorn waned and Ilargo suddenly felt very far away. His thick claws struggled to maintain their grip and he began to slip down the side of the pyramid as his energy ebbed away.

      “Ilargo!” Gideon screamed.

      The mage ran forward and aimed his staff at the line of Darkakin. The spell he had in mind would turn all of them into solid blocks of ice, freezing them to their core.

      Nothing happened.

      Gideon thrust his staff again and again but the spell refused to come forth. The Crissalith had severed his connection to magic, rendering the staff in his hands as useless as a stick. The Dragorn looked up in panic, an emotion he could tell was being shared with Ilargo. One last roar of defiance had the dragon push away from the pyramid and take off into the sky, where he again came under fire from the ballistas.

      The mage’s relief was short-lived when he realised the Darkakin now faced him and he was entirely without magic or a dragon.

      “Oh shit…”

      The Darkakin once again formed a natural circle around him, as if they were born with such instincts. The Crissalith tips had been sharpened at the ends but remained jagged on the outside.

      Use the sword.

      The link between them was quickly disappearing, reducing Ilargo’s words to a faint whisper.

      I'm no good with swords! Gideon turned this way and that, trying to anticipate the first attack.

      Mournblade does not require your skill to wield.

      Then it’s magic and it won't work! Gideon swung his staff out, warding them off and giving himself more time to think.

      Crissalith cuts off your connection to magic. It cannot take away the magic inside the blade. Use it!

      Gideon grimaced as he dropped his staff and reached for the hilt poking over his shoulder. The Darkakin closed in and the bond between him and Ilargo finally dissipated into nothingness. Mournblade felt foreign in his hand, but he couldn't deny the perfect balance of the weapon. Of course, he had no idea what to do with it.

      The boldest of the Darkakin lunged for him, spear thrust forward to skewer the mage. As a man possessed, Gideon sidestepped the Crissalith tip, guiding it away with the edge of Mournblade, allowing him to spin around and bring the sword across the savage’s back in the same fluid movement, opening him up from shoulder to hip.

      As astounded as Gideon was, there was no time to assess his new found skills. The mage soon found himself dancing around the next three attackers with Mournblade lashing out at every one of them. His movements and counter-attacks were perfect, fluid and deadly; every swipe removing a limb or slicing through a major artery. The Darkakins’ first attack was their only one, with no life left in them to attack again.

      Four dead bodies lay at his feet and the remaining three hesitated, glancing at each other for reassurance. Gideon took no notice of them, his gaze firmly fixed on Mournblade in his hand. The sword had taken over him, leaving him utterly powerless to its control. To wield it is to wield death, he thought.

      The remaining three came at him as one, each at a different angle. Even for the finest swordsman, it was a deadly scenario, as one blade couldn't possibly deflect all three weapons. Again, Mournblade detected the threat and took action, turning Gideon into an army of one. The sword shot up and out, turning away two of the spears, while Gideon’s body twisted into an unorthodox position to evade the third Crissalith tip. The third spear dug into the ground and the mage sliced through as if it were nothing but air. Completely out of control, Gideon gripped the severed end and threw it into the charging Darkakin, ending his life before he hit the ground. An elegant swivel later and the next savage was relieved of his head. The horror of it infected the last Darkakin, whose spear had already been severed, and the man ran for his life, pushing through the crowds.

      The Dragorn held up the sword and examined the blade carefully, entirely unsure of what to think. Adding to its extraordinary nature, every drop of blood dripped off the steel until it was clean again. His first instinct was to talk to Ilargo, which quickly brought him back to reality, where the spears of Crissalith continued to sever his link to the dragon. With a quick look to the skies, Gideon sheathed Mournblade on his back and retrieved his staff before entering the pyramid.

      Ilargo?

      I am here.

      Relief flooded them both as their bond was reforged. The difference he now felt was profound, as if being without Ilargo was to be separated from his legs or his arms. Even his mind felt oddly hollow and empty without the dragon’s constant presence.

      The sword…

      I know, a Vi’tari is a powerful weapon; you have to trust it.

      A what? Gideon had never heard Adriel refer to the sword as anything but Mournblade.

      There was a pause from Ilargo and Gideon could tell the dragon was having a hard time of it. The bolts chased him across the sky and Darkakin arrows came from every direction. Ilargo’s emotions continued to bleed over, filling Gideon with a sense of excitement, but also fear.

      Be careful in there, Gideon. I am not strong enough to breach the pyramid’s walls yet.

      I'm inside now, so just climb. You don't need to stay. Get out of their reach! Gideon knew that the dragon would be constantly aware of his actions and when a swift exit would be required.

      It is they who should get out of my reach!

      Gideon had flashes of Ilargo’s time held captive inside Malaysai, when he was forced to fight in their barbaric arena. They had been cruel to the dragon, even when he wasn't in the arena. There would be no swaying Ilargo and, in some way, Gideon wanted to share in the delivery of that fiery retribution.

      The blurred lines between their emotions almost clouded Gideon from his own errand. His path was not that of destruction, but salvation. He had to find Galanӧr and Adilandra and get them away from the city before they were overwhelmed by the populace. Ilargo would rain hell over Malaysai, but he wasn't large enough or powerful enough to raze the entire city; eventually, they would be forced to face every Darkakin who called this place home. Those were not favourable odds, even with Mournblade on his back.
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      Galanӧr had relinquished every part of him that hadn't been trained to fight and kill. The elf moved as a wraith between his foes, his two scimitars dancing through the air and cutting the Darkakin into pieces of themselves. In the heart of the great pyramid, there were no balconies or windows, forcing Galanӧr to battle in stuffy corridors, dimly lit by torches. The sweat had collected across his brow and matted his long hair, but it was his lungs that struggled the most. Besides the confines and the mounting number of Darkakin, smoke had begun to filter through the halls.

      “Adilandra!” the elf continued to scream as loud as he could.

      Spears, swords, clubs, and axes came at him from every direction, each attached to an ugly Darkakin foe. The savages wanted his blood more than anything, with most pushing their fellow Darkakin out of the way to reach him. Galanӧr ducked a spear and spun around on his knees, bringing his scimitars around with him, and dropped six savages to the floor.

      “Adilandra!”

      Galanӧr’s strength and speed were beyond anything the Darkakin could keep up with. A punch or kick would always send more than one of his enemies flying back into the mob. If he was injured himself there was no telling. The elf had fully embraced the side of his kin that had been preached for the last thousand years, offering the Darkakin a feral animal that knew only death. The passing of time escaped him. He no longer knew how many levels he had ascended or how long he had been fighting for.

      A crazed roar erupted from the back of the savage mob. The elf took half a second to register the origin and decide the new threat needed to be taken down immediately. What could only have been a result of generations of inbreeding, the Darkakin that charged through the middle of the group was a full head and shoulders taller than the rest. Galanӧr had seen savages like this one before and knew they were as slow as they were strong. With a blast of telekinetic magic, the elf forced a gap down the hall, leading him to the man-mountain.

      “Adilandra!”

      Galanӧr burst into a sprint and skidded the distance on his knees, raising each scimitar to slice open the soft bellies of every Darkakin between him and the big savage. At the last moment, the elf jumped up, gaining enough height to bring his blade down into his foe’s chest. With both hands and reflexes that the man-mountain should not have possessed, the savage gripped Galanӧr’s sword hand and his throat in one smooth motion. The sudden jerk had the elf releasing his second blade, but the increasing grip around his wrist had him dropping the other scimitar. The beast screamed in Galanӧr’s face and pulled him close, exposing his sharpened teeth and deformed features.

      The hand around his throat became the least of his problems when the savage turned on the spot and thrust the elf through the nearest door, shattering the hinges and breaking the wood. The impact hurt, but the quick drop and kick to the chest hurt more. Galanӧr was forced through another door and into a connecting room, where he tumbled into a heap on the cold floor. The savage marched through after him with his meaty fists clenched into iron balls.

      Coughing and desperate for breath, Galanӧr made it to his hands and knees before the next kick found his ribs, throwing him into the base of the wall. Unfortunately, his head snapped back and connected with the stone, sending his world out of alignment. A part of him knew he must be getting tired, otherwise, the man-mountain wouldn't have got the better of him, but that feral creature inside of him had little care for logic right now.

      With a roar of his own, Galanӧr launched himself up at the beast and came down with a head-butt. The impact put the savage back a pace, just enough time for the elf to take in the swelling number of Darkakin who had followed them. Instead of taking the opportunity to attack, however, they appeared content to watch the contest.

      “Ad… Adilandra!” His cry was somewhat hoarse now.

      Galanӧr ducked the next punch and delivered one of his own, though he might as well have hit a wall. The savage took the next four hits with a toothy smile before finally delivering a head-butt of his own. The elf slid down the wall, only partially aware of the beating that had commenced across his torso. The surrounding Darkakin were chanting now, baying for more blood as the room slowly filled with smoke from the hall.

      Rough hands pulled at Galanӧr’s collar and dragged him down the room to the next door, which the man-mountain unceremoniously tossed him through. This new room was blinding with an open balcony interrupting the slope of the pyramid. Daylight poured through, forcing the elf to blink hard in hopes of adjusting before the savage followed him through. A fist the size of his head dropped into his back, flattening him to the floor. Blood oozed from cuts across his nose and mouth, as well as a particularly nasty gash in his left eyebrow. Thankfully he was numb to the pain for now, but the beating and exhaustion were draining his feral nature, bringing the elf back to reality.

      “Adilandra…” he croaked, dragging himself towards the balcony, towards the light.

      Heavy feet stalked him all the way. This couldn’t be it. This couldn't be the way he died. Galanӧr had always known he would die in battle, but not now; he had to know if Adilandra was alive.

      “Save a life…” he whispered to himself.

      For all the death he had wrought, the elf sought to save just one. It wouldn't redeem him, nothing ever would. Too many had died, children included, to save him, but he had to try and save one.

      The elf was once again lifted from the ground and turned to face his giant foe. The view of Malaysai was replaced with a room of savages and a hideous beast who would soon see him dead. As he was stood up, Galanӧr deftly removed a small dagger from his boot and concealed it behind his wrist. Again, the beast roared in his face, determined to instill some sense of fear in the elf before he met his end. Galanӧr half-smiled and spat blood in the giant’s face. Coarse fingers wrapped around his neck and constricted, pushing the elf into the stone railing until his back arched over the edge.

      The light was still blinding, but Galanӧr didn't need his eyes to thrust the dagger into the giant’s chest. With as much speed as he could muster, the elf stabbed the man-mountain again and again, but the savage never released him from his iron grip.

      Above Galanӧr, where the sun was at its highest, a dark shape eclipsed the light for just a second, before it continued to slide down the sloping wall of the pyramid. His eyes had begun to water, making the shape harder to define, but the sliding figure was soon by his side. Galanӧr’s eyes focused and he dared to hope it wasn't the lack of air in his lungs that conjured such a vision.

      Adilandra, the queen of the elves, caught the balcony’s ledge at the last moment and pulled herself up with the grace of a cat, her actions appearing entirely effortless. With one open hand, Adilandra unleashed a destructive spell of brilliant light and energy into the giant’s face, removing everything above his shoulders in a flash. Galanӧr gulped in a breath as the man-mountain dropped to the floor, though the elf was entirely captivated by his queen.

      “Adilandra…”

      The queen leaped from the balcony and landed in front of the baying mob. As savage as they appeared, it was clear to see that magic was not something they were ready to face. Adilandra took on the form of a dancer, moving her arms rhythmically through the air, each hand conjuring a spell of fire that sprung forth as a torrent. The flames filled the room and beyond, burning every one of them. A single Darkakin ran at the queen, his entire body alight, but the attack never phased the elf, who formed a spear of ice in the other hand. The Darkakin was skewered by her throw and launched back into the raging fire.

      To finish her deadly performance, Adilandra flicked both of her hands out and expelled a wave of hardened air. The spell cracked the opposing wall and knocked the mob of burning savages away, along with most of the flames. The crackling of the charred bodies was the only sound to fill the room.

      Galanӧr found his feet, ignoring the pain that was spreading throughout his body, and simply stared at Adilandra. Since the queen herself had opened the portal that cast Gideon and himself into The Flat Wastes, he had done nothing but think of this moment. All of his time in Dragons’ Reach had been consumed with finding a way of getting to this very moment.

      “You’re alive,” he finally managed. “And free.”

      Adilandra’s expression softened for the first time since he had seen her. Her auburn hair was matted in the same fashion as his own and her skin marred with ash and soot. It seemed the queen had been setting the pyramid on fire for a while. Her clothes were tatters of their former self, but Galanӧr had expected to find an emaciated queen of pallor complexion. Instead, Adilandra looked to be more toned in muscle and her skin tanned. The savages had put her in their barbaric arena; it was the only explanation. They kept her well fed and stuck under the desert sun so she could fight for their entertainment. It made his blood boil and his expression hardened.

      “Galanӧr…” Adilandra’s tone disarmed him immediately. The queen dashed to his side and embraced the elf. For a long moment, the two held each other. “You should not have come. I -”

      Adilandra froze and her eyes looked beyond Galanӧr, to the open sky and sprawling city outside. Tears filled her eyes and a single drop ran down her cheek, smearing the ash. As if in a trance, the queen let go of Galanӧr and approached the edge of the balcony.

      “You found them…”

      Galanӧr followed her gaze to the blue sky, where a shimmering, green dragon was gliding over the city. A jet of fire exploded from the dragon’s mouth and reminded the Darkakin below that man was not the apex predator they thought they were. Black bolts cut through the air from every angle, but none could find their mark.

      “That’s Ilargo,” Galanӧr said mostly to himself. “Gideon…” The elf began to look around as if the mage would suddenly appear.

      Adilandra was still fixed on the spectacle before them. Galanӧr had to remind himself that the queen hadn't seen a dragon for over a thousand years, whereas he had quickly grown sick of the sight of them in his paradise prison.

      “Ilargo?” the queen echoed. “You know their names?” she asked incredulously.

      The sound of more savage cries found Galanӧr’s ears. “It’s a long story, My Lady. One that will have to wait I’m afraid.”

      Adilandra’s knuckles faded to white on the balcony wall. “I am not your queen today, Galanӧr. Today, I am but fire and ice…”

      Galanӧr could sense the fury and rage within his queen. Those emotions gave away her faith, a faith not shared by her kin, and reminded him that the old ways were gone. Instead, he saw an elf who had embraced pain and torment to a level that now required an outlet.

      “We need to get out of the city,” he said with some urgency; the distant cries were no longer so distant.

      “Not before it burns,” Adilandra replied absently. “Not before she burns.”

      The Goddess. It could only be the wicked queen of the Darkakin who Adilandra would see suffer the most. Galanӧr didn't want to think of the terrible things The Goddess had inflicted on his queen beside the barbaric arena.

      “Where is she?” Galanӧr asked, his eyes now fixed on the adjoining room, waiting for the next horde to come running through the smoke.

      Adilandra was yet to take her eyes from Ilargo. “She ran.”

      “We need to go. Gideon must be here somewhere.” Galanӧr was hesitant to even leave his queen’s side, having only just found her again, but he needed his scimitars for what was coming.

      “Gideon…” Adilandra repeated his name as if the mage were a distant memory.

      Eventually, Ilargo disappeared over the city and the elves fled the burning rooms. Shadows danced across the interior walls, with mobs of Darkakin closing in on the pyramid and hunting their invaders. Galanӧr was torn between the need to fight and the need to escape.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, noticing Adilandra’s absence.

      The queen was stalking down the corridor that led to the pyramid’s base level, an open square that was quickly filling with savages if the noise was anything to go by.

      “We can't get out that way!” Galanӧr hissed. He hadn't come all this way to lose Adilandra to her own madness.

      Adilandra was confident in her strides as she came to the top of the ramp. “They will all burn.”
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      Adilandra stood ready, every destructive spell she knew on the edge of her lips. Her hands tingled with the build up in energy. For too long, the queen of elves had been a captive of these monsters, her magic kept from her. Not anymore. Without the green crystals, she was a force of nature the Darkakin had never experienced before. She alone had the power to bring down the entire pyramid and burn their civilisation to the ground.

      Any thoughts of the old ways were buried deep now. For so long Adilandra had wanted nothing but to return her people to the ways of their ancestors, before all the wars, but there was no place for that here. Here there was only savagery, and she would give it to them.

      The restless mob of Darkakin was a mix of soldiers and ordinary citizens, though in Malaysai that just meant she was surrounded by cannibals, rapists and murderers. Galanӧr was quick to join her but Adilandra was already sprinting down the ramp. The soldiers reacted first, pushing through to reach her, but their only accomplishment was to find death sooner than the others. The queen of elves jumped high into the air, before the group of Darkakin were within arm’s reach, and came down with her hand to the ground. The telekinetic pressure between her hand and the ground exploded, throwing the soldiers into the mob.

      Her elven ears caught the sound of multiple limbs snapping out of place and shattering altogether. With her strength alone, Adilandra was a force to be reckoned with. Never bothering to pick up a spear or a sword, the queen of elves lashed out with her fists and feet. Every impact was enough to end a life or ensure it would never be the same again.

      Galanӧr’s warrior cry signalled his foray into the battle. His scimitars whistled through the air, cutting their enemies down with precision, proving the elf to be a surgeon with his weapons. The horde was suddenly torn between those who wanted to tear into the elves and those who wanted to live.

      Adilandra let loose her magic and began taking lives three or four at a time. The air around her crackled and flashed with spells designed to inflict maximum pain and damage, manipulating the elements into something cruel. There was a part of her, in the back of her mind, that appalled her actions, a part of her that knew these images would haunt her for eternity.

      The sound of rhythmic footfalls echoed through the hall. They were the feet of soldiers, not ordinary Darkakin. The rest of the mob fled the square while Adilandra and Galanӧr finished those around them, dispatching the bodies into mosaics across the floor. Seeing the new cluster of savages frustrated the queen; The Goddess would be fleeing further every second.

      It was obvious by the way Galanӧr was holding himself up that the elf was in considerable pain. Adilandra couldn't see all of his injuries, but more than a few had to be internal after his fight with the giant. Digging deep, the queen found her reserves of magic that would serve her in this fight, though she knew some rest would be required unless she wanted to burn out.

      Sudden cries of pain erupted from the back of the soldiers’ group. The surprise attack had them all turning around, ignoring the elves, and facing their new enemy. Still, the cries rang out and the Darkakin started to drop and the sprays of blood could be seen over their heads. Adilandra couldn't believe her old eyes when Gideon Thorn emerged in the middle of the savages. The mage moved with the grace of an elf, both his speed and apparent strength greater than those around him. Perhaps the most unusual sight was that he wielded a sword instead of his staff.

      Gideon twirled, ducked and skidded around his enemies, all the time his blade sweeping about him to parry and attack. Galanӧr’s expression mirrored her own, as the two could only watch the mage reduced the group to a pile of lifeless bodies around him. It was only seconds before he was left standing on his own, panting for breath, with a scimitar in his hand, the blade as clean as the day it was forged.

      “Gideon!” Galanӧr exclaimed.

      The elf ran for the human and the two embraced for a short moment. They shared a look that Adilandra couldn't decipher, but it was apparent that the two had gone through their own trials since she last saw them.

      Upon seeing the queen, Gideon bowed his head. There were tears in the young man’s eyes and the words on the edge of his lips struggled to find a voice. “I… I’m sorry. Galanӧr never lost faith; he knew you had to be alive. I didn’t -”

      Adilandra cupped Gideon’s cheek in her hand, her thumb gently wiping the ash and blood from his skin. Looking into his eyes, feeling his skin, and taking in the new aura that surrounded the mage gave the queen pause. There was something different, something new about him that hadn't been there before.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Galanӧr asked, his gaze locked on the scimitar in Gideon’s hand.

      The question broke the three up and Adilandra took a step back from the mage. Ancient memories were tugged from the deep when she took in the sword and its red and gold hilt.

      Galanӧr held up Gideon’s arm. “You have Mournblade! How? When?”

      Gideon replied with a tired smile. “When I knew you needed me.”

      Adilandra couldn't believe the pieces of the puzzle before her. “You have a Vi’tari blade?”

      Gideon appeared confused. “Ilargo said the same thing. What’s a Vi’tari?”

      “Ilargo said?” Adilandra almost gasped before her hand found her mouth. “You are… You’re a Dragorn?”

      Gideon gripped the hilt a little tighter. “I am.”

      Adilandra couldn't contain her smile. Seeing a Dragorn for the first time in a millennium brought tears to her eyes and softened her edge. “You are bonded with Ilargo?” The queen looked up as if the green dragon was above them.

      “You pulled it from the stone?” Galanӧr was still captivated by the blade, though Adilandra was lost by his question. “How did you learn to fight like that? I’ve never seen -”

      “We’ll have to talk more when we get out of here.” Gideon interrupted, glancing over his shoulder. “There are more coming.”

      “No.” Adilandra was blunt. “Not before I find The Goddess.” That harder edge was quickly returning, along with the memories of her captivity.

      Gideon looked to protest but Galanӧr spoke up. “I agree we need to leave, but the head of this snake needs removing.”

      “This entire civilisation is an ally for Valanis,” Adilandra added. “The world should be rid of them.”

      Gideon didn't look completely convinced, but he nodded his head. “Give me a minute.”

      Adilandra shared a quizzical expression with Galanӧr while the two waited for Gideon, who was simply looking up to the ceiling in silence.

      “She’s entering the arena!” he finally cried. “Come on!” The mage ran over the bodies and headed for the light.

      Adilandra paused before following, still amazed at the revelation before her. Gideon had communed with Ilargo, just as the Dragorn of old had done. They were beyond the exchange of simple emotions now and were actually speaking to each other. She was only a young elf when the last of the Dragorn had been around, but tales of their prowess in battle were legendary, speaking of how the dragons could relay information to them from the skies. How Gideon, a human, was a Dragorn was a burning question in her mind, but it would all have to wait.

      “Are you sure?” Galanӧr asked, quickly becoming the slowest of the three.

      “Yes,” Gideon replied, pausing to assess which street to take. “Ilargo can see her.”

      Adilandra ran through the chaotic streets, more aware than ever that she was truly free. The pyramid behind them was still smoking and the fires inside were spreading, a symbol of her broken chains.

      Now for retribution.

      The queen of elves followed Gideon while keeping a close eye on Galanӧr, who was clearly struggling. Ilargo’s magnificent shadow continued to swoop over the top of them, reminding Adilandra that they had a dragon for an escort. His continued presence was enough to keep the streets and alleys clear.

      The arena was easy to find, built upon three massive legs of red rock. The only way inside was through the spiral staircases inside the hollowed legs. It was here that the first of The Goddess’ defenses crossed their path. Adilandra was ready with a spell, but Gideon took point and cut the Darkakin horde down with enviable skill. The bodies tumbled down the stairs behind them as the three finally came to the arena’s level.

      Stepping onto the sandy ground brought with it the pain of memories, of being forced to entertain the masses with daily fights. In the middle of the arena, as confident as she was sadistic, The Goddess stood. With most of her body on show, the woman was covered in head-to-toe tattoos. Her nails had been sharpened into wicked points, along with her teeth. She was nothing but an animal in Adilandra’s eyes. The three approached the evil queen, meeting her in the middle.

      The Goddess taunted, “You should have stayed my pet, old one. Given time, I would have stripped you bare of all that holds you back. You wouldn't even have been recognisable as an elf. You could have been so much more.”

      Adilandra could feel her hands trembling with anger. “You would have me worse than a monster. You would have turned me into one of you…”

      The Goddess smiled from ear-to-ear. “And if you survive this, I still might.”

      The trap had been obvious to Adilandra from the minute they saw The Goddess alone, in the middle of the arena. It was only when the streams of Darkakin poured into the arena from all sides that she felt the stab of regret. Selfishly, she had allowed Galanӧr and Gideon to wander into the trap with her, just so she could kill The Goddess. Perhaps a part of her had been tainted by the Darkakin…

      Both Galanӧr and Gideon sprung into action with their blades held high, but the distraction had given The Goddess the precious few seconds she needed to disappear into the rushing mob. Adilandra cried out in rage and frustration, unleashing a barrage of spells that felled almost every Darkakin between her and The Goddess. The flashes of energy gave Galanӧr and Gideon the advantage over their blinded attackers, allowing them to slice through the first wave.

      That was when the sky cracked.

      A roar that froze every living creature to the bone brought the battle to a complete stop. It was a roar Adilandra had only heard once before, inside this very arena, when she first met Galanӧr and Gideon. The rock beneath them shook and the head of a black dragon reared over the lip of the highest tier. Blazing, purple eyes scanned them all, as smoke trailed from his nose and the side of his mouth. When the dragon’s bulk finally climbed over the edge and his fierce tail whipped in the air, Malliath the voiceless released a torrent of fire upon the Darkakin that surrounded them. If the savages screamed it couldn't be heard over the unbridled force of the dragon’s breath.

      The arena shook again and another dragon, almost as big as Malliath, landed on the other side of the stands. This red dragon roared in the faces of the petrified Darkakin and unleashed a breath of pure ice. The savages ran in every direction but the fire and ice could not be avoided; only those in the center, beside Adilandra and the others, were safe. At least from dragon’s breath. Galanӧr and Gideon danced about the flames and ice with their scimitars working into a frenzy.

      Adilandra was only looking for one.

      Amidst the chaos, her elven eyes found The Goddess half crawling, half running to the safety of the cells. Her subjects were burning from both fire and ice around her, but The Goddess cared only for her own life. Adilandra broke from the safety of their circle and ran for her prey. With only a few feet between them, the two great dragons held their breath, the arena cleansed of Darkakin life. Malliath huffed and took off, heading deeper into the city with a mighty roar. The red dragon stepped into the arena, crushing the frozen bodies under his thick claws.

      The Goddess tried to make a dash for the cells but her path was suddenly cut off by the most majestic dragon Adilandra had ever had the privilege of seeing. Rainael the emerald star dropped out of the sky and stood on all four legs between The Goddess and the cells. Adilandra had only seen the queen of dragons twice before in her long life; once in Illian, before the elves left for Ayda, and again at Mount Garganafan, when the dragons sealed the mountain shut to keep the dragon eggs safe inside. If nothing else, she recognised the fury on Rainael’s face, as she looked down at The Goddess.

      Stuck between Rainael and Adilandra, the queen of the Darkakin squirmed and stayed very low, as if her instincts demanded she cower in their presence. There was still a wicked edge to her tattooed features, reminding Adilandra that they had just cornered a feral animal. Dragon and elf shared a look and Adilandra knew that Rainael would allow her to decide The Goddess’ fate.

      “Do it!” the wicked queen hissed. “Do it! Killing me will just prove you’re the monster I desired. I made you!”

      Adilandra sighed. She finally stood before The Goddess and had her completely at her mercy, but that last step seemed so much harder to take in the presence of the dragons. Not only had the dragons returned but also an emergence of the Dragorn, and with them both she felt the hope rekindle that had been buried under the Darkakins’ torture.

      With a snarl worthy of the creature she was, The Goddess pounced from her prone position and swiped her deadly nails in Adilandra’s face. Seeing the desperate attack for what it was, Adilandra easily evaded the claws and instead snatched The Goddess’ wrist from the air. A simple squeeze snapped the bone inside, eliciting a scream from the evil queen. Another swift movement had Adilandra’s foot pushing The Goddess’ knee through the back of her leg. The next scream accompanied her collapse to the ground.

      “I won't kill you.” Adilandra crouched over her and firmly gripped The Goddess’ other wrist. “You get to listen to your world crumble.” Another squeeze had the wrist broken and the evil queen writhing in agony, tears flowing down her cheeks. “If you scream loud enough, any who survive today might come to your aid.” Adilandra dropped her fist into The Goddess’ only working knee and dislocated it. When her final scream died away she stood over Malaysai’s cruel ruler. “Or maybe they’ll just eat you. Who knows with your people...”

      Adilandra walked away without another word, taking a moment to enjoy The Goddess’ defying scream.
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      Asher wasn't sure how long he had been standing there, staring into the desert. The south was behind him now and Nightfall with it. Somewhere under all that rock was yet another person who didn't deserve to die, another person who had died instead of him. Faylen had died for them and in the process even managed to rid the world of Alidyr, Valanis’ highest general. For the rest of his life, Asher knew there would be a part of him that never settled and never found peace, having been robbed of ending the wretch’s life himself. He hated the elf all the more for taking Faylen with him.

      “You couldn't have saved her…”

      Asher blinked slowly in an effort to control his temper. Even the croaky, old voice of Nasta Nal-Aket had his muscles tensing and his heart pounding.

      “What do you care?” Asher replied, turning from the south and continuing their sluggish journey north.

      “I do not,” Nasta joined him, his lidless sockets never focusing on anything. “But I could always sense that in you, even from a boy.”

      “I don't know what you’re talking about.” Asher had no intention of taking part in any conversation with his old mentor.

      “Don't abandon your emotions now, Asher. Not after embracing them so much. You’ve risked everything to experience life as one of them.” Nasta nodded towards Nathaniel and Reyna, who walked some distance ahead.

      “I genuinely can't tell if you’re mocking me.” Asher ploughed ahead, hoping that Nasta would take the hint.

      “Mock you? No, I would never be so careless. This life you have forged is not the one I envisioned for you, but you made your choice - not a luxury available to every assassin of Nightfall.”

      “Choice?” Asher instantly regretted the bait he had taken, but he couldn't hold his tongue. “What choice? You would have had me killing for decades until eventually I took your sorry life and replaced you as Father.”

      Nasta’s mouth twitched. “I presented you with the choice I felt you required. At the time I wasn't sure whether you would kill the governor’s children, but looking back I should have known there was only one path open to you. In some ways I feel I set you free, in others, I feel I pushed you away…”

      Asher snapped. The ranger spun on Nasta and gripped him by his dark tunic, pulling him in close. “You…” Asher took a breath. “You are not my father. You never were. Don't convince yourself you ever did me any favours. You should have left me on the plains all those years ago, not taken me to hell. And don't lay that mission out like it was anything other than an errand to kill innocent children in their beds. You sent me there to kill children; you weren't presenting me with anything.”

      Asher released Nasta and strode off, wondering why he hadn't already taken the man’s head off his shoulders. A low whistle from the north brought the ranger’s attention to Nathaniel, who along with Reyna had crouched low over the lip of a small cliff. He quickly joined them, watching Reyna as he advanced, hoping for any kind of eye contact. Nathaniel noted his lingering gaze and subtly shook his head; Reyna wasn't ready to talk yet, not to him at least.

      “What is it?” the ranger asked.

      “Look.” Nathaniel pointed his chin at a small camp in the distance.

      Asher’s experienced eyes took in the details of the camp and those milling about. All men, from what he could see, and well-built too. They carried themselves confidently, but not in the way of a soldier, and judging by the mismatch of swords and bows he guessed them to be bandits or mercenaries. There was a young man on the edge of the camp being beaten mercilessly. His cries were dying under the lash of a short whip, and by his appearance, Asher knew he could only be a slave. He also saw the same thing that had no doubt got Nathaniel’s attention.

      “Horses.” Asher looked either side of the tents and small fires, to the surrounding desert. “Why would they make camp here? They’re too exposed.”

      Nathaniel pointed to the north-west. “A half mile that way is the Selk Road. If I had to guess; I would say they broke away from the Karathan refugees to make their own way.”

      Asher searched the horizon, hoping that Tauren son-of-none and the rangers had indeed passed through this region already. Behind them was an army of Darkakin who had yet to see enough bloodshed to satiate their appetites.

      “Thousands must have fled Karath,” Nathaniel continued. “No one would notice or even care for a few rogues who split off.”

      Asher nodded in agreement. “And they dragged a slave with them...”

      “I imagine there are a more than a few residents of The Arid Lands who are unhappy about the uprising,” Nathaniel commented.

      “They must be resting, planning their next move.” Asher gestured to the north. “They could raid the Selk Road easily from here, but they have no cover.”

      Nathaniel responded with a fiendish smile. “Advantage to us. After dark, we can close in from all sides. I take it that suits you, Nasta -”

      The Graycoat’s alarm had Asher whipping his head around, only to discover that Nasta Nal-Aket was no longer beside them. Leaning over the side, both could see the old man had already made his way down the jagged slopes and was about to stride across the desert.

      “He’s pretty nimble for an ancient bugger,” Nathaniel added.

      “He’s a fool who hasn't stepped foot outside of Nightfall in decades.” Asher was already rising, ready to leap over the side and reluctantly join his old mentor. “Where’s Reyna?”

      It was Nathaniel’s turn to whip his head around and find another of their party was missing. The elf had found her own way down the short cliff and was already nocking an arrow in her magical bow.

      “Reyna!” Nathaniel’s tone was low, but not quiet enough to be missed by an elf.

      “That boy won't survive until dark!” the princess shouted back, taking no care of the bandits. She wanted a fight.

      Asher could see the sudden noise had their attention. The slave was abandoned and more men came scurrying out of tents with their swords raised and bows of their own. There wasn't much distance between the cliff and the camp, but the bandits remained firmly within their boundary, waiting for their enemy to approach them.

      The ranger groaned, still feeling the aches and pains of the last few days. He had hoped to avoid conflict for a little longer after fighting Alidyr and half of the Karathan army. The two men hopped down and skidded most of the way, not bothering to find any footholds. Asher had his folded bow unfurling as he broke into a sprint across the flat ground. Nathaniel naturally gravitated towards Reyna on the left side of the camp, while Nasta strode steadily towards the right.

      Asher could see his own opening in the middle of two tents, where three bandits stood ready with swords. The one at the back changed to a bow upon seeing him and released his first arrow. Asher could see the arrow’s flight from this distance and ducked his head at the last second. The ranger’s own arrow was not so easy to track. The projectile whistled across the expanse and buried itself in the archer’s head with a satisfying sound. Before he charged into them, the sound of men being cut down on his right could be heard. Nasta had gone to work. On his left, multiple arrows were obviously flying around, with Reyna’s sending the bandits across the camp.

      The first of two blades swung horizontally at the ranger, but Asher dropped to his knees and skidded between them, narrowly missing the swords’ fine edges. When he jumped back up, his right leg momentarily gave out, ending what would have been an impressive counter-attack. Instead, he fell on top of the dead archer and grunted in pain.

      “I’m gettin’ too old for this…” Asher kicked out with his good leg and snapped the closest bandit’s knee, dropping the man to the ground in a screaming mess.

      The second came in with a mighty downwards swing of his sword, but the ranger rolled out of the way, leaving the blade to cut through the dead bandit beneath him. Leaving his bow, Asher jumped up with his good leg and forced the man back, landing a solid blow into his face with every step. By the fourth punch, the bandit’s head had snapped back and he dropped his sword. Asher landed one last fist into his exposed throat and ensured his death.

      The man with the broken leg had already crawled into the heart of the camp, dragging his leg with him. Asher took a breath and tested his knee before following him in. The ranger tucked his bow away and unsheathed his double-handed broadsword as he entered the camp. A single, but heavy plunge, put the blade through the man’s back, killing him instantly.

      Nasta walked about as casually as if he were shopping in a market. His lidless visage gave many pause, but his curved scimitar, Reaver, was dripping with blood. Watching how he fought only reminded Asher of how he himself used to fight. With the Nightseye elixir in their veins, Arakesh never needed to look at their opponents in combat, always aware of their surroundings. Without eyes, Nasta was always in the dark. He barely moved, but his every action was as calculated as it was deadly.

      On Asher’s left, the camp was in disarray. Nathaniel was using every technique he had mastered in West Fellion to disarm or kill his opponents. His one-handed sword allowed for a more fluid fighting technique, though Nathaniel integrated it with a brawler style he had picked up during his time on the road. It was Reyna, however, who captured Asher’s full attention. The princess was an elf possessed. The ranger had seen her fight many times now, but always with a measured control that mirrored her morality. Now she was unleashing her full potential, much to the detriment of the bandits.

      “Run!” one of them screamed before Reyna’s aim caught up with him. The impact of the magically propelled arrow sent the man flying through the wall of a tent and rolling out the other side.

      Elven speed had Reyna almost appearing in two places at once, and her strength combined to turn her whole body into a weapon. A leaping split-kick broke the jaw of one bandit, while simultaneously breaking the neck of the other. Her feet had barely touched the ground when her next arrow flew across the camp, impaling two more of the thugs. The last standing bandit ran at her, but it was obvious to Asher what the elf was going to do. Without losing any momentum, Reyna drew her fine scimitar and dropped to her knee, spinning as she did. The blade sliced through the man’s waist, almost separating him into two halves.

      Reyna stood up and sheathed her sword, the only one among them who wasn't panting for breath. The princess’ expression was of stone and Asher could tell she was yet to vent all of her rage and frustration. Without a word she stormed through the camp, heading for the battered slave on the edge.

      Nathaniel kicked one of the bodies over. “Slavers I reckon,” he said with disdain. “Efficient fighters but no understanding of tactics or discipline. Not to mention morals... Tauren’s people are better without them.”

      Asher agreed with the assessment but his attention was on Reyna. The three men followed her to the edge, where the elf cradled a limp body too young to be called a man. The slavers had beaten him to death. The princess closed his eyes and laid his body down gently, her tears dropping onto his bloody cheek.

      “Reyna…” Asher rested his hand gently on her shoulder.

      The ranger could feel the anger bubbling within her. It was easy to recognise since he had embodied such rage himself. His reflexes, however, were not up to the challenge of matching an elf. Reyna charged him and knocked him to the ground with a feral snarl. Asher rolled across the ground, kicking up sand and dirt, while his green cloak tangled itself around him. His instinct was to immediately retaliate until his foe was lying dead at his feet, but it was no foe who stood before him.

      “Reyna!” Nathaniel protested but dared not stand between them.

      Nasta remained quiet and stepped aside, happy to let things play out while he cleaned Reaver.

      “Because of you, she’s dead!” Reyna spat. “Everything can be laid at your feet!”

      Asher slowly rose to his feet but he had no response. Aside from never being in such an emotional conversation before, he also agreed with the princess.

      Reyna took confident strides towards him. “You left the gem in the pit!” She pushed him back, tears running freely from her eyes now. “You took us down there!” Another shove backwards. “You can't even use the gem! You were supposed to get us out of there!” Another push almost had the ranger tripping over a body.

      “Reyna!” Nathaniel made to intervene, but Asher held up his hand.

      The elf screamed and pounded on Asher’s chest. “It’s your fault! It’s your fault!”

      Asher reached out and pulled her in. “I know. I know…” His own eyes began to well with tears.

      “No!” Reyna shoved him one last time, separating their embrace. Her brilliant, green eyes found his for just a moment before she stormed off towards the horses.

      Nathaniel sighed, caught between the two. “She’s just upset… and exhausted. We all are.”

      “No,” Asher replied. “She’s right.” He could feel the gem through the leather pouch on his belt. “If I could wield the gem we wouldn't have been stuck in the pit, and Faylen would be alive.”

      Nathaniel held out his hands with no answer to offer. “We’ll find a way.” The Graycoat joined Reyna by the horses but their conversation was beyond Asher.

      Nasta’s soft footfalls came up behind the ranger. “That gem wasn't intended for any man.”

      Asher rubbed his eyes. “I really don't want to talk to you.”

      After scavenging supplies, chiefly water, from the remains of the camp, the unusual foursome sat astride their new mounts. Asher wished more than anything that he had Hector with him right now. After the battle at Syla’s Gate, there was no telling where his old horse was, though there was no doubt that the cowardly beast had found some way to survive, he was always the first to run away.

      Nathaniel trotted his horse in front of the others. “I say we make for the Selk Road. From there we can ride north, to Calmardra. We might even meet up with Tauren and the others; I can't imagine a group that size is moving at any great speed.”

      “They might with the Darkakin behind them,” Asher offered.

      “Whether they’re in Calmardra or not, we’re all going to Velia, agreed?” Nathaniel looked from Asher to Reyna and completely ignored Nasta Nal-Aket.

      Asher waited for Reyna but there was no response. “Velia is the best staging post,” he said. “If we all rally there we might stand a chance of beating the Darkakin.”

      No one wanted to talk about Valanis. If the dark elf arrived at Velia’s gates with the savages, there would be no chance of survival. They had all seen the elf’s display of power in bringing down Paldora’s star in The Undying Mountains, not to mention the utter destruction of Karath. Valanis brought down its high walls in a matter of minutes, reducing the city to ruins.

      Nasta cleared his throat. “I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting King Rengar of Velia. I trust he is an inviting man and won't mind the thousands of Karathan citizens arriving at his gate.”

      Asher clenched his jaw. “One problem at a time…”

      “Is he really coming with us?” Nathaniel asked, taking no care whether Nasta heard him or not.

      The ranger glanced at his old mentor. “Apparently so.”

      “You might find my presence valuable, Mr. Galfrey,” Nasta announced ominously.

      “I think we can get by,” Nathaniel replied.

      “Look!” Reyna spoke for the first time since attacking Asher.

      The three men followed her concerned gaze to the south, where a cloud of sand was rising over the land. Unlike the wide expanse of a storm however, the cloud was confined to a thick column.

      The Darkakin were on their heels.

      The four riders set off across the horizon without another word, heading north to Calmardra.
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      For all his long life, Alidyr could count on both hands the number of times his wicked tongue had saved him from certain death or defeat, but none seemed so desperate as the scene before him.

      “She will die!” he announced with some effort. It took all of his magical strength to keep the cavern from collapsing on top of him.

      Faylen hesitated in the cramped space. Her fists were on fire and ready to bring an end to both of their lives, but his first three words had had the desired effect.

      “Reyna will die... without you.” The sweat was running down his face and leaving a salty taste on his lips.

      Faylen’s chest was heaving after her crawl through the debris and her skin was coated in mud and dust. The elf appeared somewhat detached to Alidyr and he feared for a moment that she wasn't thinking clearly enough to engage with him. His skill with words only worked if the other person was actually listening.

      “She’s stronger than you think…” Faylen’s resolve returned to her expression and she clenched her fists again, ready to expel her destructive magic.

      “You can’t… imagine what’s coming. What she’s… going to face.” The shield he had erected above their heads flared with the falling rock and constant stream of rubble. “We have spies… everywhere. Our kin has set sail… from The Opal Coast. With Ayda behind them, they will find Illian’s shores soon.” His hands trembled above his head. “The Darkakin is a plague that cannot be stopped. Between them… and Valanis, Reyna will surely perish.” Fractures began to appear across the shield and small stones fell through.

      “You would say anything to stay alive, snake. Killing you would be a service to all of Verda.”

      Despite her words, Alidyr took it as a good sign that Faylen had yet to kill them both. “Would keeping the princess alive... not be a better service? Think of the… good she could accomplish.”

      “You would kill her the first chance you got,” Faylen replied sharply.

      Alidyr groaned with the constant effort. “You’re not thinking it through. Reyna is the only one... who can unite man and elf. When King Elym arrives with the elven army, he will either be faced by his enemy... or his daughter. Which do you think will give him pause? Without that unity, Illian and Ayda will fall. Reyna is the keystone and you have long been her protector…”

      Faylen didn't say anything for a moment. “You’re just trying to get inside my head. Reyna knows where she’s supposed to be. She will stop the war before it happens.”

      Alidyr calculated his every word. “Reyna would never falter in the face of battle. But would she pick the right battle? She follows the ranger and the knight blindly, slaying evil wherever they find it. Will the princess be where she needs to be?”

      He had her. Alidyr could see it in her eyes. For all of her confidence in Reyna, she could also see the princess’ flaws, those moments where only Faylen could nudge her to make the right choice or be in the right place at the right time.

      The elf continued his assault. “Velia won't just face the Darkakin; my master… would never leave it to chance. The north is marching south as we speak. King Merkaris Tion has ever been a loyal servant… of Valanis.”

      “King Merkaris?” Faylen echoed incredulously.

      Alidyr gritted his teeth before answering. “He found Kaliban years ago. He saw the light. Merkaris is going to bring the weight of Namdhor down on King Rengar and his people. Can you really see Reyna… surviving that kind of a battle? Savages from the south, soldiers from the north and… our warmongering kin from the east… it will be the war to end all wars.”

      Faylen appeared to be taking in his words, but she still wore a face of anger. “You would only tell me this if you were confident my warning never reached Velia. You would try and kill me as soon as we were free.”

      “That’s the gamble… for both of us,” he lied. “In my current condition, we are evenly matched.” Alidyr began to feign the extent of his exertion. It was time for a touch of honesty. “Don't get me wrong, when we are free of this hell I will do my best to see you fail, and I have no doubt that you will do the same.”

      “You think I would take my chances with you?” Faylen spat.

      “This is no trick!” Alidyr exclaimed, making his magical exertion appear all the more strained. “I speak… only the truth. If you don't ensure that Reyna is standing in front of the elven army… you lose. And who knows, you might still end my life when all of this is over.”

      Faylen sighed in resignation. “What are you proposing?”

      Alidyr kept his elation to himself. “I cannot hold up the cavern... and forge a way out.” He gestured to a cluster of smaller rocks with his chin. “If you can move those… we can tunnel back to the catacombs… and work our way back up to Nightfall. I know the way.”

      Again, Faylen took a moment to consider his words, but Alidyr feigned more exertion, forcing her into action.

      Faylen began to assess the compact cluster of smaller rocks. “Don't think for a minute that you will get out of the pit without me, Alidyr.”

      “It will take… two of us to repel the nightmares... that call this place home.” Though partially feigned, the strain was indeed taxing and Alidyr had no doubt that Faylen would be needed to escape the tunnels. He adjusted the shield, making it stronger over her head while she went to work.
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      There was no keeping time in the semi-darkness. The energy required to keep the shield strong enough was starting to take its toll on Alidyr’s mind. A part of him wondered if Faylen was deliberately taking her time so that he would fade away and be killed under the rock. His sweat had completely drenched him now and sunk into his cuts with a settling sting. Faylen had disappeared from sight some time ago, but he could still hear her in the makeshift tunnel she had created. Using magic, the elf had melted through the rock, but been slowed down by the cooling process. Again magic was the key, but flicking from a fire spell to an ice spell in her current condition was proving difficult.

      Alidyr knew he would have blasted his way out by now, but Faylen didn't have the strength to hold up the cavern as he did. He would have to rely on her…

      “What... progress?” he stuttered. There was no reply. Alidyr had just enough energy to become irate. “Faylen?”

      Something moved through the tunnel, crawling towards him. The elf felt the weight of the rocks above all the more, wondering exactly what he was going to do if it wasn't Faylen who emerged. If he somehow survived the monster and the subsequent collapse of the cavern, Alidyr knew he would hunt Faylen down and flay her alive. If he survived.

      The wet, icy tunnel gave birth to Faylen’s dirty and bone-weary form. The elf practically collapsed at the mouth and her breathing appeared erratic.

      Her voice was hoarse. “I finished… some time ago. I’ve been trying to recover so you don't leave me behind.”

      “Recover? Or leave me as long as possible?” Alidyr didn't need to fake his fatigue anymore.

      Faylen met his eyes in the gloom and the two held a silent conversation. So far they had needed the other to survive, but once they made it back into the labyrinth they would be free to kill each other.

      “I know the way…” Alidyr repeated softly.

      “And I still have enough in me to end you,” Faylen clenched her fist and allowed Alidyr to see the stark lightning bolts.

      After a brief countdown, the two elves made a mad dash on all fours through the new tunnel. The ceiling held for the fraction of a second that Alidyr required to dive into the hole and crawl for his life. Faylen was ahead of him by several feet, but the rocks behind were beginning to crumble and seal the tunnel. There was no light at the end of the tunnel, only the darkness of the pit, but he could tell that Faylen had made it out. Thankfully, moments before his legs could be buried, Faylen reached in and pulled him free of the raining debris.

      “Keep moving!” he warned.

      The two scrambled to the best of their ability and made it the extra few feet needed to escape the collapse of the entire cavern. It was impossible to see the cloud of dust in the pitch black, but Alidyr could feel it in his mouth. A cursory finger across the pouch on his belt informed the elf that he was without any more Nightseye elixir. As an elf the potion wore off, requiring him to make batches at a time; Alidyr let his head fall to the ground in dismay.

      “We’re going to have to use magic… to light the way,” he said.

      “I know,” Faylen replied from his left.

      Alidyr’s elven nose could smell the blood from both of their wounds and knew well that other, more sensitive, creatures would as well. “I suppose there’s no point… in hiding our presence.”

      Using the jagged wall to help himself up, Alidyr opened his palm and illuminated the tunnel with a hand of fire. Changing the spell’s structure, he condensed it into a ball and released it to float over their heads. The labyrinth was laid out before them like that of a hollowed-out cheese. The faintest of screams echoed through the pit, but its pitch was not that of a person. Alidyr’s hand naturally rested on the hilt of his magical short-sword and he was instantly grateful to the gods that he still had it.

      “Do you have your scimitar?” he asked.

      “No.” Faylen was standing now, but she clearly favoured her right leg and her left arm appeared to be swollen.

      Alidyr took a moment to check himself over and realised he wasn’t in a much better state. The shield had taxed him greatly, leaving his bones with a constant tremor and a headache that threatened to rob him of sight. There was something not right with his left hip, giving him an instant limp and a shooting pain up his back.

      “We cannot use magic to heal ourselves,” he warned. “We will need every spell we know to escape this place.”

      “Then I shall pray to Naius.”

      Faylen’s comment caught Alidyr off guard. “You believe in the gods? I thought our kin had given them up for false?”

      Faylen refused to meet his eyes, using the time instead to scan the labyrinth before them. “Not all of us. King Elym would have us forge a new way, but there are still those of us who keep the faith.”

      “Then we have something in common, Faylen Haldӧr.”

      The elf snapped her head around. “We have nothing in common!” she hissed. “You would use our gods as an excuse to flex your own power. Because of you and your master, I am forced to worship the gods in secret. You have twisted the purpose of Naius. He is the god of magic, our connection to the world. They would never help Valanis…”

      Alidyr had heard many elves argue similar points during The Dark War when the elves were really at each other’s throats. This was nothing new to his ears.

      “You are still a child, Faylen. You know nothing of the gods or my master. The things I have seen would shake your reality…”

      The distant screeching grew closer.

      “Perhaps this is a debate for another time.” Faylen straightened her back and tried to look as ready for battle as possible.

      Alidyr drew his diamond-edged blade. “This was debated before your parents were born…” The monsters started to crawl and slither out of the tunnels. “This is going to take both of us if we ever want to see the sun again. Do try to stay alive.”
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      Gideon was torn by the spectacle of images before him. Seeing Adilandra and even Galanӧr alive was incredibly elating, and the way Adilandra looked upon the dragons with an almost euphoric glee was wonderful, but seeing an entire city, a civilisation, burn right in front of them was harrowing. Besides the broken body of the savage queen, lying motionless in the arena, Malaysai was on fire from east to west and overshadowed by dozens of dragons. Torrents of fire burst forth from every one, melting homes and torching entire buildings until only cinders remained.

      The people burned too.

      From the highest perch, atop the towering arena, the three of them could see the Darkakin scurrying about like ants below. Those on fire could only run so far before death claimed them, dropping them in the middle of the streets. As wicked and truly evil as they were, Gideon couldn't help but think of the children.

      The evil that runs through these people is inherent. Ilargo’s words were soothing, carried with the dragon’s emotions.

      Gideon looked to his right, where his companion sat as regally as a prince on the edge of the arena wall. His green scales sparkled with gold under the sun and his startling blue eyes seemed to pierce the Dragorn’s soul.

      That doesn't mean I have to like it…

      When this is all over, we will find our own way. Ilargo’s words gave Gideon hope, even if he didn't know what that future looked like yet.

      Adilandra’s gaze constantly shifted between that of the burning city and the swarming dragons above. Gideon could see the torment inflicted on the queen as if she wore her pain. He could also see the therapeutic effect watching Malaysai burn was having on her; she needed to see this. Galanӧr was standing close to his queen with his usual stoic expression; the elf wouldn't be leaving Adilandra’s side any time soon.

      “How has all of this come to pass?” the queen of elves finally asked.

      Galanӧr looked to Gideon and gave him a small nod, happier to hear a tale than recount one.

      “Beyond The Red Mountains, in the west, we found… well, they found us actually. You see there were these Sandstalkers and then Rainael -” Gideon cut himself off as he took a breath and tried to assemble a cohesive thought. “We found Dragons’ Reach. That’s where they’ve been living for the last millennium.”

      Adilandra looked at Gideon with an intensity that could match Ilargo. “Dragons’ Reach? Did you name it that... or did they?”

      Gideon looked to Galanӧr for help explaining the existence of Adriel, but his mental connection through Ilargo and the other dragons gave him pause. Galandavax landed behind them, mounting the stone seats and steps of the arena. His mighty neck arched high into the air and his incredible wings spread out, eclipsing the sun. Through Ilargo, the mage felt a part of the ebony dragon’s mind in his own. In that moment he knew that Galandavax was giving Adriel the entrance he believed the elf was worthy of. Gideon found the whole thing quite touching.

      How come you don't give me an entrance like that?

      Maybe one day you will be worthy of it.

      Gideon kept his smile to himself when Adriel slipped down and landed gracefully in front of the trio. His usual robes and long hair were as pristine as ever, matching the expression of calm he could never shake.

      “This is Adriel,” Gideon announced. “He is the last of the old Dragorn… and he named it Dragons’ Reach.”

      Adilandra’s eyes welled with tears as the queen approached the Dragorn. She moved to bow, but Adriel caught her and dropped to one knee himself.

      “Queens do not bow to Dragorn,” he said.

      Gideon wasn't sure what to do, so he awkwardly made to genuflect with the elf but miss-timed the whole thing.

      “Rise,” Adilandra replied softly. “I have not seen your kind since I was a child. Finding the dragons is more than I could have hoped for, but a living Dragorn… Now we can open Mount Garganafan and hatch the rest of their kind! Dragons will fill the land once again; I have dreamt of nothing else. You were the peacekeepers of a better time.”

      “A time he has forgotten,” Galanӧr’s words were stern, reminding Gideon of the friction that existed between the two elves.

      “Galanӧr!” Adilandra suddenly appeared more queen than ever. “Dragorn are to be respected.”

      Adriel’s mouth froze for a moment before he spoke. “Galanӧr speaks the truth, My Lady. I have not assisted them or yourself. In fact, I hindered their attempts to leave and rescue you many times. I put the safety of Dragons’ Reach above the realm and have done for centuries. It took the emergence of a new Dragorn to show me the way…” Adriel turned to Gideon with an expression he assumed was thanks.

      Adilandra followed his gaze. “And a human Dragorn at that,” she said with a genuine smile. “How is this possible?”

      Gideon expected Adriel to hesitate before the lie left his lips, but the ease with which the elf crafted his words gave the mage a feeling of unease.

      “There was always a chance humans would make the transition to Dragorn, given the time. Their connection to the magical realm is more tenuous than our own, but it is deep routed. I believe it has helped that Gideon was already a mage and with a degree of empathy above most of his kind. He will - ”

      “This is wrong,” Gideon interjected.

      That statement had Galandavax bristling with tension, mirroring the frown on Adriel’s face. There was a hint of protest from Ilargo, but the dragon quickly responded with a feeling of confidence, determined to back him up.

      “Gideon?” Adilandra looked at both Dragorn.

      Adriel’s thoughts passed through Galandavax, to Ilargo, where they were easily shared with Gideon. You are Dragorn now; our oaths are yours.

      “It’s still wrong,” he replied out loud. “I won't live by an oath that makes me a liar.” Gideon tried not to feel intimidated by Galandavax’s arching head.

      Adilandra looked more confused than ever by the one-sided conversation. “What’s happening?”

      Adriel looked him in the eyes. The truth of history is to be protected, Gideon. The Veil must remain hidden!

      “It needs to be destroyed, Adriel. The threat needs ending once and for all.”

      The ancient Dragorn sighed. “You will unleash chaos if you take this belief from the world.”

      Gideon hadn't thought of that. Revealing to all of Verda that the gods they worshipped were nothing more than ancient wizards and mages could be disastrous. Wars had been fought over less.

      “Somebody is going to have to explain,” Adilandra stepped between the two Dragorn.

      Adriel gave Gideon a final look before walking to the edge of the arena, where he stood, content to watch the dragons lay waste to Malaysai. When he said nothing, the mage took it for what it was; Adriel wasn't giving him permission, but he wouldn't stop him either. Gideon glanced at Galanӧr, reminded of the words the elf gave to him before they parted on the edge of The Great Maw. You’re the first of your people to become a Dragorn. Being the first means you get to make the rules. Be the Dragorn you want to be...

      Though he now knew that wasn't the truth of his situation, Gideon had taken the words into his heart, a heart he now shared with Ilargo.

      “The Dragorn kept Illian safe for centuries, but they were also keeping a secret; their true purpose.” Gideon looked from Galanӧr to Adilandra and saw a mix of confusion and curiosity on both. “Atilan, Naius, Paldora… they aren't gods, they never were. Before there were elves, there were humans.”

      Adilandra looked physically hurt and glanced at Adriel before turning back in disbelief.

      “They were powerful mages,” Gideon continued. “So powerful that they… created your kind.” The Dragorn paused as Adilandra gasped and put a hand over her mouth. “They sought immortality above all else. It made them greedy and selfish. Atilan cast elves out of his kingdom when he discovered you weren't the key to eternal life.”

      “This… this cannot be true.” Adilandra was pacing now, with tears running down her cheeks. “You must be mistaken. The gods… they...” The queen looked around, but Galandavax and Adriel’s passive body language spoke volumes. “The Echoes of Fate! They are divine words given to us by the gods. So much has already come true!”

      “Self-fulfilling, perhaps,” Adriel offered. “The prophecy has ever been shrouded in mystery.”

      Adilandra didn't look convinced. “They were spoken by Nalana Sevari. Besides being the princess and sister to my husband, she was also Dragorn. She was chosen by the gods to deliver those words. If they aren't… if they were never gods why would they give her those words? What purpose would they be if not to warn us about Valanis?”

      “We may never know,” Adriel replied. “The questions surrounding the Echoes of Fate have plagued the dragons just as long as they have the elves.”

      Gideon scrutinised Adriel’s face, searching for any sign of deception, but the elf had been keeping secrets for too long. Ilargo’s gaze drew the mage’s attention and he stared back into the dragon’s blue eyes. No words were exchanged, but Gideon could feel Ilargo’s entire sense of being. The green dragon was clearly better at detecting the finer nuances on the elf’s face.

      There is more, Ilargo said, but I do not have the answers. I will consult with my mother…

      Gideon was happy to leave it with Ilargo. The Echoes of Fate was a mystery that didn't need to be unravelled right now; he had his own tale of revelations to continue.

      “I do not believe it.” Adilandra’s statement was firm, leaving an awkward tension between them all. “I cannot…”

      “Dragons do not lie,” Adriel’s lack of tact was further evidence to his time isolated from civilisation.

      Gideon could see that Adriel was about to push the topic, but not out of any need to prove the gods were false but more that he couldn't stand the dragons to be doubted. The mage subtly raised his hand by his side, signalling the ancient elf to drop the subject. Shattering Adilandra’s faith was painful to watch and didn't need to be dragged out by Adriel.

      Picking up on the queen’s mood, Galanӧr steered the conversation back to Gideon. “I get the feeling that our true origins were not the secret guarded by the Dragorn.” The elf glanced suspiciously at Adriel. “What have they really been hiding?”

      Gideon looked to Ilargo for reassurance before continuing. “When elves failed to grant him immortality, Atilan looked to the Dragon Riders, the human Dragorn. They… we, are immortal. It’s a bi-product of our bond.” Gideon gestured to Ilargo.

      “You’re immortal?” Galanӧr whispered, sharing the same wide eyes as Adilandra.

      “This started the First War. The Dragon Riders against the first human kingdom. Atilan believed that the secret to immortality lay in the scales of a dragon, and so he tried to enslave them. He succeeded in slaying all the riders after he created Crissalith, but eventually, the dragons defeated them, forcing them into The Wild Moores.”

      Again there was revelation on the faces of the two elves. History was being re-written, a history that had stood as a foundation for both of them for centuries.

      Adilandra sat down with her head in her hands. “Wait. What is Crissalith?” she asked through her tears.

      Gideon despised the stuff, but he could feel that his emotions were steered by Ilargo. “It’s best described as anti-magic. It’s a green crystal -”

      “Green?” Adilandra interrupted, a disturbed expression marring her fair features. “I think the Darkakin have it. They used it on me…”

      “Yes,” Gideon explained. “We don't know where they found it, but it’s clear that Atilan’s kingdom spread to both sides of The Adean. It’s extremely deadly in the presence of a dragon.”

      Galanӧr stepped forward. “Is that the secret, the Crissalith?”

      “No, sorry. There’s a lot of history to cover…” Gideon knew he was delaying the inevitable. There was a part of him that was connected to Adriel and all the dragons that had been guarding this secret for millennia. “When the war was coming to an end, Atilan had Naius create The Veil. It’s a device of pure magic, created in Kaliban, in Naius’ pools. The Veil opens a gateway that leads… well, I’m not entirely sure. It’s a place without time, somewhere they could hide and watch the world without fear of death. But they’re trapped there. It’s a place where their influence is limited.”

      Adilandra’s lips parted just enough to whisper, “Valanis.”

      “Yes,” Gideon confirmed. “Their influence can still be damaging to Verda. The Dragorn kept it a secret in hopes that Atilan and the others would never return. That threat will always hang over us if The Veil isn’t destroyed.” Again, the mage looked at Adriel, but the ancient elf had no comment to offer.

      “This Veil,” Galanӧr asked, “is the only way for the gods to return?”

      “Yes. They didn't know it couldn't pass through the gateway with them. Garganafan and Malliath retrieved it after Atilan and the others disappeared. They eventually entrusted it to Elandril, the first Dragorn, who ensured it remained a secret, along with its true history. It’s moved around over the millennia, but at the end of the Dragon War, Adriel had it hidden from the world.”

      “Where is it?” Galanӧr asked with a tone of desperation.

      Gideon looked at Adriel and the others followed his gaze. He had already told them so much, but revealing the next piece of the puzzle would be crossing a line that he could never return from.

      Adriel finally turned to regard them all. “You risk all of Verda with your next words. Retrieving The Veil will expose it to the world and those that would use it to see Atilan’s return.”

      Gideon stepped forward so that he could only see Adriel. “Valanis is no longer a threat. He is trapped in Elethiah, and with the dragons on our side we can easily defeat those who serve him.”

      Adriel’s attention moved from Gideon to Adilandra, whose complexion was a shade paler.

      “What is it?” Galanӧr inquired with concern.

      Adilandra stood up and paced along the row, before turning back to them. “Valanis is not trapped in the Amber Spell. He broke free forty years ago…”

      It was Gideon and Adriel’s turn to express confusion. Both Ilargo and Galandavax shared that emotion with a low rumble in their throats, but many roars echoed across the city. Rainael the emerald star could be seen atop one of the taller buildings, with her head pointed to the sky in rage. No one remembered the dark elf better than the dragons.

      “It cannot be,” Adriel said. “Garganafan gave his life to seal him in that spell.”

      “It was broken by Paldora’s gem,” Adilandra replied solemnly.

      “How can you know this?” the ancient elf asked.

      “I have seen it, or at least heard the tale as it unfolds in Illian. As we speak my daughter is stuck in the heart of it.”

      “Princess Reyna?” This had Galanӧr even more concerned.

      “I enchanted her owl years ago and have kept watch over her,” Adilandra explained. “The last I heard, Valanis possesses the gem and the Darkakin are marching on Syla’s Gate.”

      Adriel stepped down and joined them in the stands. “These are darker days than I feared.” The elf looked up at Galandavax and the two shared a private conversation neither Gideon nor Ilargo were privy to. “Valanis has always known of The Veil’s existence. It was his greatest desire during The Dark War. If we retrieve the relic and attempt to destroy it in the pools of Naius, we risk delivering it straight into his hands.”

      Gideon could feel Adriel’s eyes pleading with him to reconsider. “We have to try,” he replied, his boldness amplified by Ilargo. “The threat of Valanis is all the greater as long as The Veil is his to claim. It doesn’t matter where we hide it; he will create war after war until it’s his.”

      “It can only be destroyed in Kaliban,” Adriel said. “No one has ever found that wretched place.”

      Not yet… Ilargo poured confidence into their bond.

      “Not yet…” Gideon replied with a cocky smile.

      Adilandra stepped into the light, beyond Galandavax’s hulking shadow. Her eyes were bloodshot. “So it is decided then. We shall bring an end to this war before it goes any further.”

      Adriel looked from Galandavax to the queen. “Mournblade has been drawn from the stone; the Dragorn are needed once again. Rainael the emerald star will not ignore this.”

      “Mournblade?” Adilandra quickly inspected the red and gold hilt poking over Gideon’s shoulder. “You wield the blade of Elandril?”

      “He does,” Adriel replied with a hint of emotion in his voice. “And behind him, the dragons will fly to Illian. I only hope we reach their shores in time to prevent our people from going to war with each other.”

      “Or the Darkakin from invading…” Galanӧr commented.

      Gideon didn't like the way the ancient Dragorn was positioning him. “I won't lead the dragons back to Illian without The Veil. We must retrieve it first, Adriel.”

      Before the elf could answer, both Ilargo and Galandavax grunted with a sharp exhale, which quickly turned into a savage roar. Gideon could feel great sorrow pouring out of the dragons, though Ilargo’s pain was far more acute. Through their bond, Gideon could see and even feel the death of Angala the wise, one of the oldest among the dragons. It was mighty blow to their kind, losing one so old and with so much experience. Ilargo’s pain brought tears to Gideon’s eyes, but the Dragorn blinked them away before anyone took note.

      Adriel froze looking out over the burning city. A single tear ran down his cheek, a crack in his millennia-old armour. “Find the eternal shores, Angala the wise…”

      “What’s happening?” Galanӧr asked.

      “Angala the wise has been slain,” Gideon explained with a heavy heart. “She was among the oldest.”

      Galanӧr joined Adriel in looking over the city. “How could they kill such a dragon?”

      “With Crissalith,” Adriel replied through gritted teeth. It was uncharacteristic of the ancient elf, but Gideon couldn't deny the bond Adriel shared with all of the dragons, especially the oldest.

      A sudden roar drowned out the ruin of Malaysai, as Rainael the emerald star flew overhead. Galandavax bowed his enormous head and moved across the arena’s stairs, making space for the queen of dragons. The ground shook under her bulk, but it was the blood around her mouth and claws that drew the attention of most. Rainael arched her neck and leaned down, towards Gideon, where her sharp eyes focused keenly on the Dragorn.

      Can you hear me, Dragorn?

      Rainael’s voice was as majestic as her appearance, befitting that of a queen to such a noble race. It was the first time Gideon had heard the voice of another dragon besides Ilargo.

      Yes, I can hear you…

      You mark the beginning of a new age, Gideon Thorn. I cannot say what this age will bring, but I will see to it that the Darkakin and their Crissalith have no part in it.

      Grief emanated from Rainael like heat from a fire. Gideon couldn't look inside her mind, but he could sense through Ilargo that the death of Angala was at the heart of Rainael’s anger. He could also sense that Adriel was not part of this conversation…

      Before my kin leaves these lands, we will raze Davosai and Gravosai to the ground. Only after their kind is reduced to ash and the threat of Crissalith gone forever will we intercede with this new war.

      Rainael’s tone was uncompromising. Gideon could tell that his protest as a Dragorn meant nothing to the queen of the dragons, and so he kept his reservations to himself and relayed her words to the others.

      Galanӧr gripped the hilt of his scimitar. “Do we have time for this? War could erupt at any moment in Illian.”

      Rainael looked down at the warrior-elf and snorted. Whatever emotion she forced upon Galanӧr shut him up immediately and left him with a face of annoyance. Gideon suspected it was a mirror of her own.

      Adilandra looked to protest as well, but Adriel stepped in and said, “Rainael the emerald star has spoken. A dragon’s mind cannot be changed, My Lady.”

      “My daughter is in Illian,” Adilandra’s tone was quiet but resolute. “I will reach The Shining Coast and see this war to its end.”

      “No doubt,” Adriel agreed, “but the quickest way to Illian is on the back of a dragon.”

      Gideon decided to cut in, seeing Adriel’s lack of diplomacy fail again and again. “When this is all over, there will be no threat to either Illian or Ayda. Go with them and raze their cities to the ground, and then we will reach The Shining coast and see Valanis to his end.” The Dragorn pleaded to the queen of the elves with his eyes. Though her own were teary, Adilandra bowed her head slightly and moved away.

      Adriel turned to Gideon. “We will go another way.”

      The mage nodded. “North…”

      “You aren't coming?” Galanӧr asked.

      “We will retrieve The Veil,” Adriel explained, “while you destroy the Darkakin. Ilargo and Galandavax will not be needed to see their civilisation brought to an end.”

      Galanӧr didn't look entirely happy about the separation, but no one could force a dragon to do anything they didn't want to do.

      That thought was ruined by the ear-splitting roar behind them. Evidence of what happened to dragons who were enslaved was spread out before them. Malliath the voiceless had climbed to the top of the great pyramid, or what was left of it. The dragon roared again before diving into the city below and wreaking havoc. His movements were far more erratic than the others, with his tail flying in every direction and his deadly breath burning the streets black. More often than not, Malliath simply used his awesome bulk to smash through the buildings, allowing him to eat any Darkakin who had escaped the blaze.

      Gideon couldn't help but wonder what chaos and destruction the dragon would make of Illian. There was a very good chance that Korkanath would need to be evacuated before Malliath reduced his old prison to its foundations.

      Adriel sighed. “It was not the recovery I had hoped for him, but with Malliath’s rage, you will destroy their cities in a few days. We will meet in the Hook of the World. From there, we will fly to Illian.”

      “We should go to Velia,” Galanӧr said. “King Elym always planned on staging the war from there; it will be the first place they attack.”

      Gideon nodded in agreement as Adriel moved to Galanadvax’s side, where the two fell into silent conversation. Adilandra remained on the lip of the arena, though her gaze had shifted from the ruin of Malaysai to the blue sky filling with smoke. He couldn't imagine what turmoil laid waste to her mind right now. Either way, the queen of elves would have to find some way of coming to terms with her new reality; there was too much at stake to remain and dwell any longer.

      Gideon sat down and leaned into Galanӧr’s ear. “If you reach the Hook of the World and there’s no sign of us, just go. Prevent the war.”

      Galanӧr clearly wasn't happy with the current plan. “I fear it will have already begun by the time we get there. I’m all for burning these savages off the face of Verda, but who knows what progress the bulk of their army has made in Illian.”

      “I agree with you, but…” The young Dragorn glanced at Ilargo. “I see the big picture now. We can't put all the fires out, but we can stop them from becoming an inferno.”

      Galanӧr almost laughed. “You really are Dragorn.”

      Gideon could see that the elf wasn't convinced. “Illian has a combined force of six armies; they will keep the Darkakin at bay until we get there. At least this way Valanis can never call on them for aid again.”

      Galanӧr looked him in the eyes. “You know the state of things in Illian, as well as I. Their alliances are thin and the Darkakin will arrive without warning.”

      Gideon put a hand on the warrior’s shoulder. “I suppose telling you to have faith would be a little redundant at this point…”

      Galanӧr stole a glance at Adilandra. “My faith has always been in my skill with a blade. The queen’s on the other hand… That will take some time I fear.”

      “You will watch over her?” Gideon asked.

      Galanӧr shook his head. “The queen does not require my protection. It’s what’s left of her after today that worries me.”

      Gideon was inclined to agree. “Just get to Velia. We’ll worry about everything else when there’s time.”

      Galanӧr raised an eyebrow. “You are becoming harder to recognise, young Dragorn. You have their wisdom now, and Elandril’s sword on your back; but don't forget about Gideon.” The elf turned to glance at Adriel. “The old Dragorn were the best, but they’re gone now and the world is different. Be the Dragorn Verda needs you to be, but don't forget about the people in it. It’s who you are that makes you… well, you.”

      Gideon chuckled softly. “That was almost a compliment.”

      The elf laughed with him. “I have no doubt that your achievements will go down in history, just don't let that big picture cloud those in front of you.”

      Gideon smiled. “Words I will live by.”

      We will find our way together. Ilargo’s words resonated deep inside his mind.

      Adriel stepped away from Galandavax. “We should leave, Gideon. Time is not our ally.” The ancient elf stopped and looked over the burning city. “It seems Malaysai is gone at any rate.”

      Indeed, the city was unrecognisable. The Goddess’ palace could no longer be described as a pyramid and the cityscape had been decimated and covered in a thick layer of black smoke.

      The young Dragorn made for Ilargo. “We will see you in the Hook of the World.” Gideon looked from Adilandra to Galanӧr. “Just leave Davosai and Gravosai to the dragons. We will all be needed in Illian.”

      “Wait,” Galanӧr said. “You never said where you’re going. Where is The Veil hidden?”

      Surprisingly, it was Adilandra who replied, “Inside Mount Garganafan.”

      Gideon faced the queen in astonishment. “How could you know that?”

      “You said Adriel hid The Veil at the end of the Dragon War. The only thing I remember being hidden at that time was the last dragon eggs.” The queen’s steely gaze landed on Adriel. “But I am quickly becoming accustomed to the relationship between the Dragorn and the truth. I take it there are no eggs inside the mountain, either?”

      Adriel bowed his head in deference. “Only The Veil.”

      Gideon knew that despite the impact the secrets of the Dragorn were having on Adilandra, Adriel would feel no guilt for his part in the deception. The elf had been sworn by those oaths for too long.

      Adilandra turned away from them all again, content to say no more. Gideon wanted to speak with her in private, away from Adriel, but he also realised the absurdness of believing he could be of any help to the queen. He was a fraction of her age and the wisdom he had came from Ilargo, who shared it with his mother. There was nothing he could do or say that would make Adilandra’s world right again. Instead, he nodded at Galanӧr before jumping onto Ilargo’s back and nestling into the dragon’s neck.

      “Hold on!” Galanӧr called. “Take this!” The elf unsheathed his scimitar and threw the empty scabbard up to Gideon. “I can't stand to see such a fine sword strapped to your back.”

      Gideon slid Mournblade into the scabbard and attached it to his belt. “Thank you… friend.” Elf and man shared a look that spoke what neither could say out loud about their unusual friendship.

      As one, Ilargo and Galandavax launched themselves into the sky. Gideon instinctively wanted to say a prayer that would have his friends returned to him, but he was left with nothing to do but hope.
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      The town of Galosha sat on the horizon before Tauren son-of-none. It’s architecture and layout were different to anything in The Arid Lands, with its lack of a defensible wall being the most notable difference. Despite the town’s elegant, pointed roofs and painted walls, it was Galosha’s surroundings that robbed Tauren of speech.

      “What’s wrong with ye, laddy?” The hardy voice of a dwarf broke his reverie as Doran son of Dorain came up the hill astride his war-hog.

      From atop his horse, Tauren glanced down at the dwarf before returning to the vista. “I have never seen so much… green.”

      “Eh?” Doran followed his gaze. “Oh aye! I think ye’ll prefer it to sand. Grass doesn't get into all the cracks… Speaking of, these Albornian shits can be a little up their own arse, so prepare ye’self for a spiky welcome.”

      The son-of-none tore his eyes from the lush green and focused on the main road that led into Galosha. “I thought the guards would have already ridden out to meet us.”

      Doran gave a sharp laugh. “Are ye kiddin’ me? Have you seen what’s marchin’ on their town?”

      Tauren looked over the mounted dwarf, to the Selk Road on their left. The road could not be seen for the thousands of Karathans trodding ever northward. Their numbers had swelled after passing through Calmardra, with many heeding their warning of the Darkakin and hoping to take refuge in the northern lands. Leaving those who had chosen to stay had haunted Tauren day and night. They could not be forced to leave their homes, but he knew what was coming, and he knew what the Darkakin would do to their city.

      Doran continued, “If they’ve any sense they’ll run to Barossh or Velia and hide under King Rengar’s skirt.”

      “We’re no army,” Tauren commented, “they’ll see that.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.” Doran snorted and spat on the ground. “An army’s what we need!”

      Tauren thought of his brother, Halion, and what he would do in this situation. Of the two, Halion had always been the more diplomatic, knowing when words would do more than swords.

      “We can't afford to start a fight here, not with the Darkakin on our heels. If the people of Galosha don't want us passing through their town then we’ll go around.”

      Doran stroked the blond hairs of his long beard. “What about convincing them to leave with us? The Darkakin don't seem like the prisoner type.”

      The thought of leaving yet more people behind left Tauren with a pit in his stomach. “Almost two cities worth of people have abandoned their homes to get this far. That should be convincing enough, for why else would so many flee?”

      The sound of beating hooves preceded Jonus Glaide, another ranger of the wilds. His dark skin and bald head were contrasted by the white mustache and goatee he sported, as he rode up the small hillock to meet them.

      “Ha!” Doran exclaimed. “I still can't believe you found that cowardly beast! Though I find it more surprising that he hasn't run for the hills yet!” The dwarf erupted in hearty laughter.

      Glaide patted the horse's neck with affection. “Hector maybe on the skittish side, but he’s damn loyal and Asher will be glad to see him again.”

      The conversation went no further, as the three considered where Asher and the others would be right now, and the chances of surviving inside Nightfall. Tauren could think of at least four gods who could help and offered up a prayer to each.

      Looking to change the subject, Tauren examined the parade of caravans, wagons and crowds again, reflecting that somewhere among them was a small boy, who by right of blood was the emperor of The Arid Lands. Tauren himself had thought about killing the boy, Faros, many times over the years, always wondering if he had it in him to take such a young life. Though likely oblivious to slavery, it was the boy’s mere existence that kept the trade running.

      He asked, “Do you have news of the child?”

      “It’s confirmed,” Glaide replied. “His vizier has been spotted around the wagon and General Kail’s men have spotted the boy relieving himself.”

      “And what does General Kail intend to do with this information?” Tauren asked.

      “He told me it was up to you,” Glaide replied with an arched brow.

      “Ha!” Doran bellowed. “It seems Karath’s new General has found himself a new leader!”

      Tauren was not so sure. “I doubt he would look for one in me.”

      “I can't see why not,” Glaide commented. “You have worked for the people for many years, freeing countless of the men and women down there. Some of the highborns might want your blood, but most would call you a hero, Tauren. Don't forget who stood before Syla’s Gate…”

      “That is not why Kail leaves this to me,” Tauren argued. “Killing or reinstating Faros Kalvanak could divide the people of The Arid Lands. Those free from slavery would never accept him as emperor again, while those who stand to gain from such a hierarchy would never allow the Kalvanak bloodline to be brought to an end.” The son-of-none turned to the head of the caravan, where Kail An-Agoh rode with a party of his soldiers. “The General leaves it to me to avoid any judgement on himself.”

      Glaide had a smile hiding under his mustache. “Salim taught you well.”

      Images of Salim Al-Anan’s bloodied and ruined body flashed under Tauren’s lids. He wondered when fonder memories of his adoptive father would resurface.

      “Let us be done with it then…” Tauren gestured for Glaide to show him the way.

      “What are ye to do?” Doran asked.

      The reply was simple. “I’m going to kill Faros Kalvanak.”
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        * * *

      

      Not far from Galosha’s boundary, the caravans of thousands came to a stop. The son-of-none took the opportunity he had been waiting for. Glaide and Doran took to the left of the tall wagon, distracting the obvious Honour Guard, disguised in rags. Tauren hopped off his horse and tied the reins to a nearby cart to keep the animal close by, while he made for the curtained shroud at the back of the wagon. With practiced ease, the son-of-none was inside the wagon and crouched before a sleeping boy and a horror-stricken vizier.

      The pair had lost their fine jewellery and clothes, replaced with loose-fitting cotton. Even the vizier had chopped off his ridiculous pointed beard.

      Tauren glanced from the small blade in his hand to the dishevelled-looking advisor. “Not a word…” When he was confident the Honour Guard was none the wiser, he spoke quietly to the older man. “Faros Kalvanak is dead. He died in Karath.” The fallen expression spreading across the vizier’s face told of his understanding. “He is your son now. He will never know the truth of his heritage. Should anyone ever learn of his existence, his life and yours would be in danger. Explain this any way you will to the Honour Guard, but the Kalvanak line came to an end today. Do you understand?”

      The vizier nodded slowly. Tauren thanked the gods, as he had no idea what he would have done if the man argued. Without another word, the son-of-none hopped out of the wagon and jumped onto his horse. The Honour guard caught his escape and immediately rushed into the wagon to check on his emperor. Tauren would have liked to hear the conversation that took place, but as he was finding more and more lately, his responsibilities would have him elsewhere.

      “Well?” Doran asked, riding his war-hog alongside Tauren and Glaide.

      “The time of emperors is at an end.” Tauren rode down the edge of the extensive caravan, looking out on his people. “The Arid Lands will have to find a new way of governing itself.”

      It took a couple of minutes to find the head of the caravan, where General Kail and his most loyal soldiers sat astride their horses. A bannerman stood in front of their line with a tall flag, bearing a horse, the Sigil of The Arid Lands. Despite the lead of soldiers, there were too many haggard refugees to mistake them as an army.

      Off to the side of the soldiers was another horse, as white as milk, with the mysterious mage for its rider. Tauren trotted alongside Hadavad, still trying to understand how he was now a woman.

      “I’m not sure what to call you anymore?”

      The mage smiled as if Tauren had said a joke. “You look upon Atharia Danell, but I am Hadavad, as I have been for five hundred years.”

      Tauren glanced at the large ruby necklace poking out of Hadavad’s clothes. He had seen the most extraordinary scene in that alley, a sight that would no doubt stay with him forever.

      “The gem,” Tauren looked from Hadavad’s necklace to his freckled face, “what does it do?”

      Hadavad smiled again. “I’ve always liked that about you southerners; you say what you see and you ask pointed questions.” The mage, who now looked to be Tauren’s age, brushed her long, brunette hair behind her ear. “The Viridian Ruby is one of a fabled five, though this is the only one to have been found… as far as I know. They are from an older time than ours. It took most of my first life to discover its purpose; the power to transfer one’s self into another. It’s been my greatest weapon against The Black Hand.”

      “I heard you speak of them in Karath. They are allies of Valanis?”

      Hadavad shook her head. “No, thankfully not. The Black Hand is an evil of a different nature, one I’ve been fighting for centuries, like many before me. They are necromancers, dealers in death, an insidious breed of man. They would harm all life in Illian, but Valanis is the immediate threat, and so I shall deal with one evil at a time.”

      Tauren nodded along, grasping only parts, and asked, “But you’re definitely a woman now, right?”

      Hadavad turned to look upon Tauren with blue eyes that entirely captured his attention. “I am.” Those blue eyes bored into the son-of-none. “You see this a weakness?”

      “No,” Tauren protested immediately, thinking of the many female warriors he had among his owls.

      Hadavad stared at him for a moment longer. “Good. I have lived many lives as both man and woman, and I can honestly say I have no preference. Magic is ever my ally, and it cares naught for gender.”

      “That’s… that’s great.” The world of magic was new to Tauren, but he struggled most with his attraction to Hadavad’s new form.

      Hadavad laughed quietly. “Your eyes betray, Karathan.”

      Tauren felt a lump form in his throat and a rush of blood settle in his face. “I don't… I mean…”

      Hadavad offered one last smile before drawing her grey hood and hiding her face. Tauren’s mouth opened and closed but no words followed. Instead, the son-of-none guided his horse away and rested beside General Kail, hoping his flushed face was hard to see.

      Kail leaned into Tauren. “Do I still have an emperor to kneel before?” he asked quietly.

      Tauren was happy to think of something else. “Do you want an emperor to kneel before?”

      Kail straightened his back and sighed. “Emperors have a penchant for slaves, they always have. I don't think there is any place for that in The Arid Lands anymore.”

      “That doesn't really answer my question.”

      Kail responded with a short laugh. “I suppose it doesn't.”

      Before their conversation could go any further, a dozen riders charged out from Galosha’s main street and down the Selk Road. Their intent didn't appear aggressive, but the Albornian soldiers were adorned in full armour and flowing red cloaks. It made Tauren reflect on his own appearance for the first time. He was still in his brown leathers and tattered white cloak, which usually concealed his many blades. The light armour was coated with old blood and mud, with scratches and deep cuts laced throughout.

      The Albornian riders spread into a line, allowing the soldier in the middle to trot ahead. “I am Commander Gentry. State your business in these lands.”

      Tauren expected General Kail to take over, but the southern soldier turned on the son-of-none with an expectant eye. In fact, all eyes were on him now, the rangers included.

      “That’ll be ye cue laddy…” Doran winked from beneath his bushy eyebrows.

      Tauren guided his horse so that the soldier from Galosha could better see him in the dying light. “I am…”

      His name couldn't quite reach his lips. Introducing himself as son-of-none would hold no authority in the eyes of King Rengar’s people, but more than that he didn't want to be son-of-none anymore. After today there should never be any sons or daughters-of-none again.

      “I am Tauren Salimson,” he announced. “The people before you are from Karath and Calmardra, refugees all. Our lands have been set upon by an evil left to myth. The Darkakin have breached Syla’s Gate and invaded Illian -”

      Tauren stopped talking when the soldiers from Galosha erupted in laughter. The leader, a strong-jawed man with cropped blond hair sat boldly in his saddle.

      “Alright, horseshit aside,” the leader said, “There’s no place for desert dwellers in Galosha. Turn your mob of sorry-selves around and head back to the sands.”

      “I speak the truth!” Tauren argued. “As we speak the Darkakin are marching -”

      “Do not take me for a fool, southerner. Tales of the Darkakin are best left to bedtime stories. What is your true intent in King Rengar’s lands?”

      Tauren pleaded, “You must see sense, Commander. The people of Galosha and Barossh must come with us, to Velia. Your king’s armies are the only force capable of repelling them.”

      Commander Gentry looked past Tauren, to the caravan. “Your tale is a tall one, Tauren Salimson, too tall for my liking. I have no doubt that something wicked has set upon your people to drive them so far, but you will find no aid here, nor in Barossh. Should you continue north, I will have word sent to Velia, where my king resides. You do not want to meet an army on the Selk Road…”

      Indeed they didn't, Tauren thought. That was why so many were heading north, in hopes of avoiding one. Still, Commander Gentry was a man not to be dissuaded.

      “Send word if you must,” Tauren said, “but I would rather face whatever lies before us than that which marches behind us.”

      Commander Gentry’s face fell into confusion. “What has truly run you from your homes?”

      Tauren didn't have time to barter any more words. “When you hear it, don't wait, just run.” He called for the caravan to turn east and head around the town.

      “When we hear what?” Commander Gentry shouted over the shuffling of hooves and wheels.

      Tauren looked back and locked eyes with the soldier. “The drums!”

      Those beating drums had resounded in his ears for miles after they fled Karath. Tauren would gladly give his life if it meant his people didn't have to hear them again.

      “Why do we not simply ride through?” General Kail asked as they trotted along Galosha’s border, where so many peered out at them from the alleys and windows.

      “Because when we get to Velia and ask for refuge, I don't want Albornian blood on our swords…”
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      “There’s too many!” Faylen screamed over the staccato of destructive spells.

      Creatures without names poured out of the abyss with abandon, their claws and teeth gnashing in anticipation of the meal to come. With pincers, they crawled along the tunnel walls, big and small, every monster a predator in this world. Many tore through each other to be the first to sink their fangs into the elves, but magic had ever been the ally of the woodland folk.

      “Keep it up!” Alidyr yelled back, brilliant lightning exploding from his fingertips.

      Faylen’s instincts to survive had pushed away any pain, grounding her in the present, where she focused all of her energy on the spells. Fire erupted from both palms and scorched the walls of the labyrinth, burning the monsters. The fire licking their corpses provided enough light to keep the smaller creatures at bay, but the larger, more ferocious beasts were slaves to their hunger and slithered, crawled and scuttled through the chaos.

      Alidyr was notably powerful with magic, but Faylen had noticed his fatigue. The enchanted blade he wielded would put down the monsters who slipped between his spells, though the elf had yet to stop limping. The temptation to turn on him and unleash her own magic was overwhelming. With a single spell, she could end the life of Alidyr…

      The spider-like monster in front of Faylen exploded under the pressure of her destructive spell, opening its hardened shell and spilling out dozens of smaller monsters. They immediately attacked the elf, but Alidyr’s hand shot out and released a torrent of ice and pellets of hail, blasting the small creatures into a frozen hell.

      Perhaps she could wait a little longer until removing the wretch from the world. Faylen decided to let Alidyr tire himself out while reserving as much of her own energy as possible.

      “This way!” Alidyr limped down the tunnel, using his free hand to keep him supported against the jagged wall.

      The sound of yet more monsters found their ears. Faylen couldn't decide what sounded more terrifying; the hundreds of pointed feet or the screeches and shrieks of the nightmarish creatures. With the moment’s reprieve, all of her aches and cuts returned with a fresh sting. The dull ache in her ankle was now a searing pain, forcing Faylen to limp alongside Alidyr. Her right arm became heavy and her elbow felt as if it were locked into place.

      The environment continuously opened up into a network of tunnels before quickly closing them into a claustrophobic space. Every instinct in Faylen’s body told her to stay out of the narrow spaces and avoid being cornered, but the close spaces were the only thing that gave them an advantage over the never-ending horde of monsters. Neither had any idea of the time which may have passed since they fled the collapsed cavern. They had already travelled through the gorge, offering them a single glimpse of light above. At least they were on the right side of the canyon now, Faylen thought.

      Without warning, as it often was, new monsters shot out of holes in the tunnel walls. Alidyr fell to one knee and plunged his blade into the first, before casting a fire spell to burn the slithering creature in front of him to cinders. Faylen followed up his spell with a storm of lightning, directing the deadly energy down the adjoining tunnel. The elves didn't stop to see if they had killed anything, they just scrambled through the dark.

      “The entrance to the pit….” Alidyr’s eyes had glazed over and his skin was coated in sweat. “The entrance is just up ahead…”

      Faylen was again left with the option of killing him there and then, or simply leaving him to die. But what if he was wrong? What if the entrance to the pit was further away? No, she couldn't end his life just yet; she had already come too far to die now.

      “Reyna…” she whispered to herself. If it was the last thing Faylen did, she would get the princess in front of the elven army. “Come on!”

      The two of them helped each other on to a good footing and made for the entrance. The screeches were getting closer and growing into feral growls. The sound of unnatural legs stabbing into solid rock echoed down the tunnel, accompanied by a smell that reminded Faylen of death and decay. They had to get out of here.

      “There!” Alidyr pointed at the opening above them, where the natural rock slowly blended into carved stone.

      The next roar was only metres away; so close that its thick saliva could be heard between its lips.

      “Go!” Faylen pushed Alidyr onto the ladders cut into the rock. “GO!”

      As a last-ditch effort, Faylen fired one large icicle after the other into the abyss. The spells were loud in her ears, but she could still hear the great beast lumbering towards her. The icicles pierced flesh, eliciting new screams from the monster, but enough space had become available for Faylen to make her mad dash up the ladder. Her ankle threatened to betray her and send the elf plummeting back into hell, but surprisingly, Alidyr lowered one hand and pulled her onto the cold, stone floor of Nightfall.

      The two elves lay there for a long moment, panting into the dark. The lair of the famous Arakesh was pitch black, but Faylen’s heightened sense of hearing could tell that the beast in the pit was keeping its distance. The monsters of the labyrinth had probably learned long ago not to wander into Nightfall.

      The sound of a blade being sheathed to her left brought Faylen back to the conundrum of Alidyr. He was weak, weaker than she had ever seen him. Their pact had been temporary and mutually beneficial, but now they were free and one of the most evil beings in Verda was vulnerable. Faylen gritted her teeth with the effort required to stand up; the pain in her ankle was flowing up her leg in waves. Calling on her sixth sense, the one that connected all elves to the magical realm, Faylen could feel that she had just enough in her to finish Alidyr off.

      The head of the Hand groaned to her left and she heard him trying to lift himself up against a wall or a pillar. Faylen could smell the blood in the air, but she had no idea anymore whether it was hers or Alidyr’s. Rising to her full height, the elf knew she was only going to get one shot at killing the wretch. She couldn't miss.

      With one hand, the only one she could fully extend, Faylen conjured a ball of molten fire hot enough to melt stone. The spell flew from her hand, lighting up the dark as it shot across the chamber. Faylen’s stomach dropped when the ball of fire impacted against a pillar and did no more than reduce it to slag. Alidyr was gone.

      The elf turned every way in the dark, but the glow from the molten stone wasn't nearly enough to pierce the shadows of Nightfall. Faylen whispered a spell into her palm and released the orb of light into the abyss above her. The chamber came to life, creating stark shadows in every corner. The pit was behind her and the chamber was two-tiered with a set of steps that led up to the Cradle, the throne room of Nightfall’s Father. She hobbled about, trying to see into the darkest parts of the room, searching frantically for Alidyr’s white robes.

      “Did you really think it would be that easy?” Alidyr’s voice came from everywhere.

      Faylen’s heart rate increased dramatically, but she refused to give into her fear. “Come out and face me!”

      Alidyr’s laugh sounded distant, but his words were a whisper in Faylen’s ear. “I already am.”

      Faylen swivelled on the spot with as much speed and grace as her ankle would allow, but Alidyr was ready for her. He caught her closed fist mid-air and followed up with a solid palm to Faylen’s chest, sending her sprawling across the floor. Her recovery was slow, with Alidyr already standing over her when she got to her knees. With one hand, he picked her up by the throat and tossed her aside, until she slammed into a pillar. Faylen’s head bounced off the stone and struggled to correct her sight.

      Crawling away, Faylen looked back at Alidyr under the glow of the white light. There was no limp or sign of any pain from his limbs as he strode across the chamber. His robes were tattered and coated in blood and his hands and face were still lined with cuts and bruises, but they didn't appear to bother the elf.

      “I thank you for your assistance in the pit,” Alidyr commented casually. “I could never have escaped were it not for your help.” The menacing elf crouched over Faylen’s body and stroked the hair from her face. “Don't blame yourself; you couldn't have known the power available to me. Valanis gifted me long ago with just a slither of Naius’ magic. I am not an elf as you are.”

      Faylen wanted to lash out and hurt him in any way she could, but her body had reached its limits. She settled for spitting in his face.

      Alidyr smiled and wiped the spit away. “Good. You still have some spirit in you. I can use that…” A single punch to the face sent her into a world of black.
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      It was pain that brought Faylen Haldӧr back to reality. Though she didn't remember being dropped, the pain in her knees suggested just that. Her eyes hurt too under the light of a flaming torch, held over her head. The elf’s sense was suddenly overloaded with the feel of sand under knees, the taste of blood in her mouth, the smell of horses, and the sounds of talking. It took several hard blinks to bring the world into focus.

      “This is your prize?” The voice came from atop the closest horse. “Where is the gem, brother?”

      Any sense of hope that Faylen might have mustered was taken from her. Under the starry, night sky, the elf could see that the voice belonged to Thallan Tassariӧn, the sword of Valanis. Garbed in his usual armour of black and gold, his dark cloak and hood consumed him like a wraith. A single black cloth concealed his mouth and nose, revealing only his golden eyes and pale complexion. Beside him were a dozen Arakesh on horseback, each wearing their red blindfolds with twin-swords on their back.

      Alidyr stood over Faylen with a strong hand gripping her collar. A glance over her shoulder informed Faylen that they were on the edge of the gorge, above the entrance to Nightfall. There was pain in her wrists too, quickly explained by the fact that her hands were secured behind her back, though she couldn't see what bound them.

      “The ranger has it,” Alidyr replied coolly.

      “The ranger?” Thallan echoed with an amused tone. “It seems you have met your match in this one; he continuously gets the better of you.”

      “The gods will see it put in my path again.” Alidyr tightened his grip on Faylen’s collar. “I have help now…”

      Faylen looked up at the elf with glassy eyes, unsure of his meaning. She wanted to struggle and make some kind of protest, but every part of her body was in pain and exhausted.

      “I leave the gem’s retrieval to you,” Thallan said. “Our master has given me the task of taking Illian.”

      “Indeed,” Alidyr replied wearily. “You march on Calmardra?”

      “Only by way of reaching Velia. Valanis wishes a show of force before taking the other kingdoms. Besides, the beast needs feeding…”

      Faylen followed Thallan’s glance over his shoulder and looked on in horror. Thousands of Darkakin marched through the desert, illuminated by just as many torches. Between them were the hulking forms of giant cave trolls, chained around the neck and forced into pushing machines of war. The outer edges of the army were patrolled by Darkakin astride lizards as big as any horse.

      “You’ve actually got them marching in lines. Well done, brother.” Alidyr hoisted Faylen from the ground and kept her standing with one hand.

      “Yes,” Thallan replied, “though they weren't overly fond of the new armour the Karathans had made for them.”

      Alidyr walked over to the closest horse, dragging Faylen, and with a look had the Arakesh dismounting for him. “When they face the armies of Illian they will understand the need for armour, just as you will make your new pets understand that my prisoner here is not to be touched.”

      “That’s easier said than done with these savages,” Thallan replied.

      “Arakesh!” Alidyr pulled Faylen onto the horse. “Should anyone touch this elf in a displeasing fashion, you are to remove their head.”

      As one, the assassins beat the dark armour over their chest. Thallan appeared somewhat uncomfortable after the display of loyalty, though Faylen guessed that to be Alidyr’s true goal.

      “What use is she?” Thallan asked.

      Alidyr replied cryptically, “You have your task, brother, and I mine.”

      Faylen blinked the tears from her eyes and tried to swallow the regret that consumed her.

      She should have killed them both when she had the chance...
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      Despite the late hour, Princess Reyna stood in the middle of what should have been a busy street, but Calmardra was a ghost city now. The elf felt it was a suitable mirror for herself. Losing Faylen was all she could think about, with her mind running through the events of her death over and over again. There must have been something she could have done to save her, anything! Reyna looked at the green cloak of Asher, who walked ahead of the group, and knew someone who should have done something.

      “We should get off the streets,” the ranger commented, leading his horse by the reins.

      “It looks like most have fled,” Nathaniel said, inspecting an empty bakery.

      The ranger bent down and examined an abandoned cuddly toy. “It’s those who remained that bother me...”

      Reyna’s keen ears heard rushing footsteps passing through the alleys and hushed whispers breaching the open windows above. Like Karath, Calmardra was primarily three and four-story buildings with towering temples and shrines dotted between. The city itself, however, was encompassed inside a wall that stood no chance of repelling Valanis or the Darkakin.

      “Can you hear them too?” Nasta Nal-Aket asked quietly, if somewhat amused. He stroked his horse’s mane, keeping the animal content and quiet.

      Reyna felt she needed to wash every time the Father of Nightfall spoke to her. “We’re being surrounded,” the elf announced to the others.

      Asher pulled free the silvyr short-sword from his back. “The city has turned wild.”

      The princess left her own blade where it was, but the grip on her magical bow tightened. “We need to find shelter.” Her words were aimed at Nathaniel.

      “And somewhere with a vantage point,” he replied, with his own bow in hand.

      Nasta casually picked up a tall stick leaning against the bakery wall. “Might I suggest somewhere with a southern view?”

      Reyna would never say it, but she agreed with the old assassin; they would need to keep a close eye on the horizon for any sign of the Darkakin approaching.

      Asher scanned the shadowed windows while rotating his left shoulder with visible pain. “We can find somewhere on -”

      Reyna had already nocked an arrow when the three thugs sprung from the abandoned tavern, beside Nasta. The heavy-set men charged at the old assassin with clubs and knives, screaming in an attempt to sound fierce. Their efforts were wasted. Reyna held onto her arrow and instead watched as Nasta dispatched the thugs with his new stick. The wood cracked against their skulls and dislocated joints in a flurry of techniques that showed off the older man’s flexibility.

      It was only a few seconds before the men were unconscious in the middle of the street.

      Nasta cocked his head to the side. “There are more coming…”

      “This way,” Asher growled, but Reyna could tell he was pushing through the physical pain.

      The four hurried through the darkened streets, each checking the various buildings for shelter or foe. Leading the horses slowed them down in the narrow streets, but their hooves constantly echoed off the walls, giving their position away. Reyna aimed her bow down every passage and alley as they flitted by them, covering their backs. The following footsteps gradually grew distant, with Asher using the echoes to confuse the thugs and lead them on a merry chase, which had the fools going back on themselves.

      “In here,” Nasta hissed, tapping his stick against a broken door. “The whole building is empty.”

      Reyna looked up at the four-story block, but her senses were not nearly heightened enough to make a statement such as Nasta’s. In her eyes, it appeared just as ominous as any other building devoid of light. Being an elf, however, allowed the princess to move through the building without a sound, her feet ever light on the floorboards. Asher and Nasta moved like wraiths in the night, sinking in and out of the shadows as they journeyed to the top floor. Nathaniel was not so graced; his every step was offensive to Reyna’s sensitive ears.

      Each floor was somebody’s home, including the dwelling at the bottom, where they had left the horses. It was cramped, but at least they were safe and warm, providing no one decided to investigate that particular building. By the time they reached the top floor it was clear to see that the whole block had already been ransacked.

      The rooms at the top were equally abandoned and dishevelled. The family had clearly left their home in a rush, gathering whatever supplies they could carry before fleeing. Clothes, tools and even a child’s toys were strewn across the modest living space. Asher immediately opened the door onto the balcony and took in their environment. Indeed, they had a good view of the southern horizon, which was draped in stars. Nathaniel quickly inspected the adjoining rooms for any threats, but just as Nasta had said, the building was empty.

      “We can rest here,” Nathaniel said. “We’ll gather supplies and leave at dawn.”

      “I don't think the locals are going to be much help,” Reyna opined.

      “I will go,” Nasta said, surprising them all.

      Nathaniel frowned. “Why don't I like you helping us?”

      Nasta turned from the door and made for the balcony instead. “Who said I was helping you, Graycoat?” The old assassin ignored Asher on the balcony and deftly jumped to the next building, disappearing into the shadows again.

      “I really don't like him…” Nathaniel added.

      Asher stood in the entrance to the balcony. “Find something to barricade the door. I’ll keep watch from out here.”

      Reyna could feel the ranger’s eyes on her, but she refused to look at him. A part of her wanted to mend things with Asher, but her elven temper would rather she beat him to a pulp. The princess kept her gaze low and waited for him to retreat to the balcony again.

      Nathaniel barricaded the door with a set of drawers and a stool before settling down opposite Reyna. The two sat on rugs and cushions on the floor in an uncomfortable silence. It was clear to the elf that Nathaniel had something to say, that he had wanted to talk to her for some time in fact, but Reyna deliberately refrained from starting any conversation.

      Since Faylen had died there seemed little point in pursuing anything with the knight. Her mentor’s death was yet more proof that none of them might survive Valanis’ plans for Illian. Not to mention the sting of death. Elves simply weren't born with the coping mechanisms of losing a loved one, and she loved Faylen more than any other, perhaps even her mother.

      The silence continued, but the room grew colder as the desert air brought its nightly chill.

      “Here,” Nathaniel picked up a thick blanket and draped it over shoulders, “keep warm.”

      “Thank you.” Reyna’s smile never reached her eyes.

      Nathaniel was seated beside her now. She enjoyed the warmth of his presence and the press of his body against hers, but all other urges were dampened by grief.

      “Can you still see it?” he asked after some time.

      “See what?” Reyna turned to him, but never met his eyes.

      “That life we dared to dream of, after all of this.”

      Reyna blinked hard to keep her tears to herself. “You mean the life of an elven princess and a mortal knight?” Faylen’s loss had robbed her of all hope. “I fear it shall remain a dream…”

      Nathaniel hesitated. “Reyna…” The knight looked down at the floor between his legs. “I thought I lost you at Syla’s Gate. When I couldn't find you in the chaos I feared the worst, but that fear brought clarity. The world is against us aye, but we’ve defied the odds so far haven't we? What I do know is… I love -”

      “Don’t.” Reyna’s tone ended the knight’s proclamation. “You speak of defying the odds but there is an overwhelming chance we won't live to see the end of Valanis. Besides… immortals and mortals were never meant to walk hand-in-hand. You know it as well as I.”

      “You don't believe that,” Nathaniel countered. “I know you don't.”

      “It’s all I have to offer.”

      Nathaniel remained very quiet, but Reyna could tell his breathing had quickened. The knight removed the dirty bandages from his hands and casually inspected the blood-crusted knuckles. As he clenched his fists the cuts opened up and produced fresh blood, though he cared little. Despite the numbness that had overtaken her, Reyna couldn't stand to see him injured.

      The elf brushed off her blanket and took his hands in hers. “Stay still.”

      “No, wait,” Nathaniel protested. “You must save your energy.”

      “Stay still,” she instructed.

      Reyna poured out her magic like water from a spring and guided it to wash over Nathaniel’s hands. The blood clotted instantly and the broken skin began to knit back together, leaving only the stain of dried blood behind.

      “Thank you,” Nathaniel said, meeting her eyes for a painful moment. “You are gifted with healing hands.”

      “I was taught by the best…” Again, tears threatened to overwhelm her, but Reyna refused to give in.

      Another moment of awkward silence sat between the two, as the princess gathered the blanket around her once more.

      “You can't keep blaming him.” Though clearly scorned, Nathaniel changed the subject, looking through the window where Asher sat huddled in the corner of the balcony.

      Reyna had a wicked retort on the end of her tongue but the words couldn't take shape. “He took us down there and he couldn't get us out...”

      “We followed him down there,” Nathaniel corrected. “He didn't even want to go.”

      “He said he could use Paldora’s gem to get us out. If he had, Faylen would be…” Reyna had to stop before the tears won out.

      “Asher nearly died trying to use the gem, Reyna. We both saw it. It’s too powerful to be wielded by a man.”

      “He can touch it, can't he? That’s more than the rest of us. He should…” Reyna gritted her teeth, fighting the rage that fought its way to the surface.

      “You’re grieving and angry,” Nathaniel persisted. “We all are, even Asher.”

      “What would he have to grieve? You have to love something to miss it.”

      Nathaniel stood up and made for the cot by the wall. “I don't know. I think he’s been grieving his whole life.”

      Reyna’s head popped up. “About what?”

      Nathaniel settled into the cot. “For what could have been…”

      The knight fell asleep with practiced ease, leaving Reyna to ponder upon his words. She had no doubt that the ranger’s life had been a hard one; that was easy to see on his face alone. The elf in no way envied him, being taken in by murderous assassins and before that a life in The Wild Moores as an Outlander. The opportunity to find a wife and start a family had been taken from Asher, and with it any semblance of normality.

      Reyna sat against the wall, staring at the ranger for hours in the dark, trying to understand the man. Her sympathy was becoming harder to ignore as a more rational mind took over, allowing her to see Faylen’s death from his point of view. Asher had been trying to save lives for the last fourteen years, atoning for his life as an Arakesh. Faylen’s sacrifice must weigh heavy on him too, she thought. His inability to use the gem and save them still clouded her empathy, stopping the princess from forgiving him.

      After a while, the glow of the moon crossed the window and illuminated the room. Reyna decided she could no longer sit there and allow her thoughts to fester. It had been Faylen who instructed her to use words where the rest of their kin would give in to emotion, often preferring violence.

      Keeping the blanket wrapped around her, Reyna walked out onto the balcony. “Crossing paths with you has changed my life forever, Ranger.”

      Asher stopped twirling the dagger between his fingers. “I suppose you have forever to decide whether that’s true or not.”

      Reyna leaned against the solid, clay railing and looked out over the desert, beyond Calmardra’s walls. “I don't… I don't know what to say.”

      “You don't have to say anything, Princess. You have the luxury of time. In a thousand years, I’ll be a memory you can barely recall. Hopefully, so will this war.”

      “I don't…” Reyna swallowed the lump in her throat. “I don't want to forget you, just as I don't wish to forget Faylen.”

      Asher buried the small dagger into the wooden railing and sighed. “We’ve gone too far to give in to sentiment now, especially when there’s still more blood to be paid.”

      The ranger’s guarded response irritated the elf. She was trying to build a bridge between them again, yet Asher seemed determined to keep her at arm’s length.

      “Being around Nasta Nal-Aket has done you no favours,” Reyna said with venom.

      “At least he always sees the big picture,” Asher was quick to argue. “You’re going to let Faylen’s death, her sacrifice, hold you back. She died so you might live. Why do you think that is? It wasn't so you could enjoy life as a princess, Princess. Faylen saw the bigger picture as you should. I can see that all your hope has fled, but you’re the only thing that stands a chance of preventing a war between Illian and Ayda. You don't need hope to do that, just will.”

      The ranger’s tone was enough to have Reyna argue back, let alone using Faylen against her. “Since when did you care about either of our people, Outlander?” The princess regretted calling him that immediately, but the fire in her veins could not be denied.

      Asher’s eyes were glassy in the light of the moon. “Since you.” His answer was barely a whisper, but it knocked Reyna back against the wall.

      The princess wanted to swallow her hate whole and ask the gods to take it back. She saw it now, plain as day; they were Asher’s family, the family he had never had. Was it possible he saw her as a daughter? As strange a thought as that was, Reyna knew he would have made a better father than her own.

      “I’m sorry,” the ranger offered softly. “I shouldn't have -”

      Nasta dropped without a sound onto the balcony with his stick in one hand and a sack in the other. “Am I interrupting?”

      “No,” Asher replied.

      “Yes,” Reyna said with more force, though it was clear to see that the ranger struggled with such a conversation.

      Caring little for their response, Nasta dropped the sack on the small table. “I found water and supplies.”

      Asher examined the blood on top of Nasta’s new stick. “Found or took?”

      The old assassin shrugged. “We negotiated for a while, but they found my offer quite suitable.”

      “I trust you covered your tracks,” Reyna said harshly.

      Nasta smiled. “I would worry more about the volume of your fair voice, Princess, than my tracks. I could hear you halfway across the city…”

      Reyna balled her fist under the concealment of the blanket, but Asher stood up, becoming a human barrier between the two.

      “Alright, enough showing off,” the ranger said. “We all need rest.”

      “I shall take the watch,” Nasta announced.

      Reyna folded her arms and raised an eyebrow. “What good is a watchman without eyes?”

      Nasta pursed his lips. “Eyes aren't everything, even pretty green ones such as yours, Princess.” The old assassin continued before Reyna could offer a retort. “The army which pursues us is considerable. They will kick up sand which will be carried in the breeze with their foul odor, an odor that will find my nose before your elven eyes can spot a single Darkakin head.”

      Reyna scrutinised the old man. “Your senses aren't that good.”

      “No? I can tell from your sweat that you’ve haven't eaten for eight hours. And that you've had sex in the last week…” Nasta glanced over his shoulder at Nathaniel’s sleeping form and sniffed the air. “With the knight.”

      Reyna’s eyes lit up with enough rage to halt a dragon, but once again Asher took a step to come between them.

      “I said stop showing off,” the ranger warned the old man. When it became clear that the princess wasn't going to attack, he continued, “You wake us at the first whiff of trouble; Darkakin or otherwise. Understood?”

      “Crystal…” With that, Nasta climbed onto the roof and sat facing the southern horizon with his legs crossed and his stick over his lap.

      There was more to be said between Reyna and Asher; that much the princess could feel, but Nasta’s untimely entrance had spoiled the moment. Resigned to have found some peace between them, Reyna found the comfiest spot she could and dwelled on happier times with Faylen, until her tears dried out and sleep finally found her.
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            Heavy is the head…

          

        

      

    

    
      Valanis pushed up from the glowing pool of Naius, enjoying the feeling of the liquid as it ran down his bare torso and transformed into solid crystals, before returning to a liquid state again as it hit the luminous surface, leaving his skin dry. As marvelous as the pools were to watch, they were even greater to reside within. For forty years the dark elf had been trapped inside them, always fearing death beyond the magical spring, but now he simply enjoyed them as he had millennia ago.

      Stepping out of the pool and into the cavern of stalagmites, his naked body hummed with the power flowing through his veins, giving his pale skin a golden aura. As always, the magic of Naius threatened to consume him from the inside out, but his time in the pool had re-energised him after his display at Karath. Bringing down Paldora’s star was a god-like feat, but following it up by tearing down Karath’s walls had drained him. Still, he had enjoyed every moment of it. To finally be free to unleash his gifted power and raze Illian to the ground!

      Valanis lifted his left hand and examined the ring thereon. The shard of Paldora’s gem offered him enough strength to keep Naius’ magic under control, staving off the inevitable seizures. For a time, at least. The dark elf was free to roam the world once again, but the shard could not sustain him; he needed the whole gem…

      Samandriel Zathya quickly appeared from behind one of the rocky pillars with her master’s black robes. Valanis took note of her limp, the remnants of a recent battle with an elven vanguard, sent by King Elym from Ayda.

      “You haven't healed,” he stated flatly, his words echoing off the cavern walls.

      “Not fully, Master. I have come to believe that the elf I met was an elder.” Samandriel navigated the pool, careful not to step into it while dressing Valanis. “His spells were stronger than I anticipated. An error on my behalf.”

      Valanis was willing to allow her injuries be consequence enough. “I haven't heard from Alidyr,” he said, eyeing Samandriel’s diviner orb on her belt.

      “Thallan contacted me while you were resting, Master. The Darkakin horde is moving north, towards Velia. There was no mention of Alidyr…”

      Valanis clenched his left hand and drew on the power of the shard until his golden aura died away and his body ceased its incessant hum. “My patience is wearing thin with your brother.” Alidyr had last been seen by the dark elf on the edge of Karath, riding east with the claim that he would soon return with the gem in its entirety.

      Samandriel adjusted her master’s long, blond hair to flow over his robes. “Send me instead. I will retrieve the gem and bring back the ranger’s head.”

      Valanis had always enjoyed Samandriel’s excitement when it came to the hunt. “I have no doubt in your abilities,” the dark elf offered with a warm smile, “but Alidyr has his errand as you have yours.”

      “Master?”

      Valanis flicked his finger and a single crystal flew from the pool and landed in his hand. “Thallan leads the Darkakin from the south, but you will lead the armies of the north and ensure our success at Velia.” He handed the crystal to her and delicately closed Samandriel’s fingers around it.

      “King Tion is leading them himself, Master,” Samandriel explained. “I think he is trying to prove his worth.”

      “King Tion of Namdhor…” Valanis mused. “Merkaris is a capable king and his grasp of magic is commendable... for a human.” The dark elf had watched his generals train the young man years ago in this very cavern, an asset to be nurtured. “But he has never seen war as you have. I trust only you to keep his forces marching south. When they fall upon Velia beside the Darkakin it will take both you and Thallan to ensure an alliance is found. I can't have my armies pitted against each other; not until all of the kingdoms are dust at least.”

      Samandriel’s golden eyes pleaded with him. “I should be by your side, Master. With only a shard of the gem you are…”

      “Vulnerable,” he finished what Samandriel couldn't bring herself to say.

      With a gentle touch, Valanis stroked the smooth skin of Samandriel’s shaved head, taking in the ancient glyphs tattooed on her scalp. It was the simplest of things to send a tendril of his power into her body, probing for any injury. He quickly found internal wounds as well as a plethora of cuts and burns to her skin. One light tap on her head shot bolts of agonising energy through her body, amplifying the pain in her wounds. Samandriel screamed and fell back, where she scrunched into a ball as the pain took over. As quickly as the spell attacked the elf, the magic altered its course and filled her with soothing relief. Not only did Valanis cease his attack, but he healed her of all ailments.

      The dark elf looked down at Samandriel, who was slowly unfurling in surprise. “My sway over life and death is ever strong. Do not doubt my power again.”

      Samandriel bowed her head and kneeled before her master. Her silence was submission enough.

      “Meet up with Merkaris’ forces,” Valanis ordered. “Bring Velia to its knees…”

      “As you wish, Master.” Samandriel stood up on her newly healed leg and threw her crystal into the cavern.

      Valanis didn’t even watch as she disappeared into the portal. Instead, he worked his way through the pools, walking up the pillars in the gravity-defying hollow, until he came across the dead spring. The only pool in the cavern which had lost its glow and was now filled with rocks instead of crystals. In this pool, not so long ago, he had been visited by Atilan, the king of the gods. Just recalling the memory had goosebumps crawling up Valanis’ arms.

      The dark elf picked up a handful of dead crystals and let them fall from his hand. Inside this pool, Atilan had gifted him more power than he had thought imaginable, but he could no longer feel it pulsing in his ears. Bringing down Paldora’s star had spent his new found magic and worse still, he had yet to hear the gods since. When he reached out to them, as he often did, their attention felt distracted, as if something else was more worthy of their time.

      The Veil…

      It had to be the ancient relic. It was the only thing the gods had ever desired and tirelessly searched for. The device had been hidden by the dragons and remained ever elusive, but Atilan himself had told Valanis that The Veil would make itself known and that he should focus on reclaiming Illian in their name. Had the relic re-surfaced after all this time? The idea of it excited Valanis, but the gods’ abandonment left him feeling hollow and unsure of himself.

      The dark elf lifted his gaze to the glowing pool overhead, wondering if the gods were still listening to him. “What are you looking at?”
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      Gideon had enjoyed watching the sun set over the land more times than he could count, but nothing compared to witnessing its majesty from the heavens. Ilargo had flown on the currents, soaring low over the land for hours without any hint of fatigue, with his incredible wings spread out under the blue sky. The stars had begun to reveal themselves, however, forcing Gideon to rely more and more on magic to keep him warm, where usually Ilargo’s aura was enough.

      The sky’s colour slowly bled away until an ocean of stars formed a canopy above, and the desert below finally faded into lush greens. The Dragorn had loved watching the land change just as much as the sky, with The Q’ol desert giving way to Ayda’s northern lands of forestry.

      It’s beautiful! Ilargo exclaimed.

      Their intimate connection instantly reminded Gideon why the sight was so new to the dragon.

      The world is a big place outside of Dragons’ Reach.

      It goes on and on! Can we explore it all? The wonder in Ilargo’s voice filled Gideon with a sense of adventure.

      Of course! The mage smiled and rubbed the scales on the side of Ilargo’s thick neck, enjoying the moment they shared together.

      They flew for several more miles before Adriel and Galandavax came back into sight. The elf and ebony dragon had chosen to fly even higher, putting some space between them all.

      I think Adriel is angry with me…

      That is not the reason they fly so high, Ilargo replied. Galandavax is capable of greater speed than I; he is reserving his energy. They have been gliding in circles since we left Malaysai.

      Gideon hadn’t taken their difference in size into account. One day you will be just as big as Galandavax, if not bigger. The mage still believed that the elf wasn't happy with him.

      You did the right thing, Gideon. Of all people, the queen of elves couldn't be allowed to continue worshipping Atilan and his lot.

      I did the one thing the Dragorn aren't supposed to do, Ilargo. Keep The Veil a secret and keep it safe. Now we risk it falling into Valanis’ hands.

      Ilargo shared his irritation with a short burst of emotion. Do not think I am so helpless, or yourself for that matter. You wield Elandril’s sword and sit astride a dragon! We can protect The Veil from the likes of Valanis.

      Gideon welcomed the bolster of conviction and allowed himself to feel irritated with his own feelings and doubts. He had come along way since his days at Korkanath, proving to himself again and again that he was capable of the most daring feats.

      Galandavax dipped in front of them and took the lead, though his flight path was clearly heading towards the forest below. Gideon felt Adriel’s presence on the periphery of his mind as if the elf was waiting to be invited into the bond he shared with Ilargo. It was comforting to know that they could have private discussions without the ancient Dragorn listening in.

      We should rest for the night, Adriel said after being invited.

      What forest is that below us?

      Adriel replied, The Elmeer. We are just south of Mount Garganafan.

      The two dragons dropped low until the tips of the great pine trees were skimming the scales on their chests. It was dark, with only the light of the moon to guide them, but Gideon could feel the confidence with which Ilargo flew.

      I wish I could see as you do!

      You will never see as I do, but if you open yourself up, you will sense all that I do.

      Gideon didn't entirely understand, but he knew there was more to their bond that he was deliberately resisting.

      It’s okay, Ilargo reassured, I know you’re holding back.

      I’m sorry. I’m just not… I mean I’m…

      You’re worried about losing yourself, Ilargo finished, as he always did.

      I know there’s more, so much more. I can feel it just waiting to… well, it feels like it’s waiting to take over. I still feel like we’re two, but I know that if I give into it we will be one, and then what will be...?

      Left of you? Ilargo poured soothing feelings into their bond. We would become more than the sum of our two parts. We would be Dragorn.

      Gideon rested his head on Ilargo’s green scales and closed his eyes. With some effort, he lowered his guard and allowed their bond to deepen until their physical senses began to blend and the mage could feel Ilargo’s wings as if they were extensions of himself. The magnitude of senses quickly became overwhelming, as they had in the past, but this time Gideon submerged himself in the flow, succumbing to this new sense of self.

      The night exploded with life, but Gideon wasn't sure if he had yet to open his eyes. The dark sky was painted in fluorescent purples and pinks of the heavens beyond, with the stars burning so much brighter in between. The Dragorn felt so close to them all that he was sure he could reach out and pluck them from the sky. The wind flowing over Ilargo’s body carried so many smells that Gideon was able to distinguish individual animals in the forest below. Twigs snapping under hooves reached his ears, alerting them both to deer scrambling through the trees. There was even a hint of salt in the air, though Gideon could actually taste it, and suddenly he realised they were only a few miles east of The Adean.

      Incredible…

      There is more, but it will take time to learn everything.

      Gideon thought about their errand and the state of Illian, wondering if time was something Ilargo and he really had. There were perils ahead before either would see peace.

      It wasn't much longer before Galandavax found a clearing big enough to fit both dragons, who naturally lay to form a protective circle around Gideon and Adriel. The elf used magic to pull roots from the ground, which Ilargo was more than happy to light with a dragon-like sneeze. It was cosy and warm, offering enough comfort to help the mage find sleep, but Adriel’s unease could not be ignored.

      Gideon stood up and joined the elf at the edge of their camp, where Galandavax’s head met Ilargo’s tail. “What are you looking at?” he asked, following Adriel’s starward gaze.

      “It’s what’s looking at us that bothers me…”

      The mage took in the expanse of stars above them, searching for any threats, though he had no idea what could harm them up there; they were with the only creatures who could be considered predators of the sky.

      “Dragons’ Reach offered more than just protection from the outside world,” Adriel continued. “As you saw by the lake, when dragons come together in significant numbers their combined magic begins to affect the environment. It also shields them from any who would use magic to observe them.”

      Adriel’s worries quickly became Gideon’s. “Atilan…” The mage looked back at the elf. “Do you think they can see us here?”

      “The extent of their power beyond this world is uncertain. I imagine they are drawn to wells of magic, such as Kaliban, but with so many dragons returning to the world, there will be a surge in the magical realm felt by all, even if they don't understand it.”

      Gideon was still feeling Ilargo’s conviction in his veins. “Let them look,” he said. “Their influence lies across The Adean, far from here. They are helpless to stop us.”

      Adriel turned to the mage. “You are the third generation of Dragorn, Gideon. The Dragon Riders were defeated. The elven Dragorn were defeated. Don't make our mistakes and underestimate your enemy. Dragons are powerful, as are you, but neither is invincible.”

      The elf walked back to the fire without another word, but Gideon could tell that there was more just under the surface.

      “You think I was wrong for revealing the truth.” The mage wasn't asking.

      Adriel crouched by the fire as if he hadn't heard anything. “I think you did what you felt was right, as so many Dragorn have done before you.”

      Gideon heard the words but he didn't believe them. “You’re saying, even though I think it’s right, it doesn't mean it’s the right thing to do. Some part of you must believe that this is the only thing we can do or you wouldn't be here.”

      Adriel appeared to chew over his response. “Do you think that the first Dragon Riders or even Elandril himself had a guidebook? No Gideon, I truly believe that you’re doing as any Dragorn should do; listening to your heart. That is why you shall walk this path alone… eventually.”

      “Wait…” Gideon was putting the elf’s cryptic reply together. “You’re not coming with me?”

      “I will accompany you to Mount Garganafan and even help you to find Kaliban. But when this is all over Galandavax and I will return to Dragons’ Reach.”

      “But… but you’re Dragorn!” Gideon did his best to keep the panic out of his voice. “You have to help me, you have to help all of Verda!”

      Adriel sighed. “I cannot help a world I don't understand. Both of our kin are mysteries to me now. Illian and Ayda will need a new kind of Dragorn, and you have proven so far that Gideon Thorn is that future.”

      Gideon didn't know what to say, but thankfully Ilargo was always there.

      We will find our own way, together, just as Elandril did and those before him.

      “Listen to that wisdom,” Adriel said, despite their conversation being private. “Ilargo has royal blood flowing through his veins; he will not steer you wrong.”

      He cannot hear us, Ilargo reassured. He is just intuitive…

      Gideon sat down on the soft grass and crossed his legs. The future suddenly felt like a mountain to the mage, a mountain he didn't want to climb without a guide. He simply wasn't equipped to lead a new generation of Dragorn.

      “I don't see how I can be anything if I don't complete my training…”

      Adriel offered a warm smile. “I will teach you what I can in our time together, but ultimately, it will be your actions that define you, that guide you to your place in the world.”

      “What if I need you?”

      “You will never need more than Ilargo or that blade on your hip,” Adriel replied, eyeing Mournblade’s red and gold hilt. “Which reminds me; you won't be needing that staff anymore, or the wand.”

      Gideon felt protective of both, though his hand rested on Abigail’s wand, holstered on his thigh. “I’m not giving up magic for a blade.”

      “I’m not asking you too.” Adriel retrieved a square of shortbread from his pouch and broke it into segments. “I’m saying you don't need them anymore.”

      The mage kept his expression of confusion. “I don't understand. Without the Demetrium core of either, I cannot shape magic.”

      Adriel handed half of the shortbread to Gideon. “Ilargo is your Demetrium core now. Dragons are the strongest conduit to the magical realm and you are a Dragorn. Magic flows through Ilargo and into you.” The elf gestured to the fire. “Test if for yourself.”

      Gideon bit his lip mulling it all over. Using magic without a wand or staff went against everything he had been taught at Korkanath, but then again, Adriel had been around before the school’s first bricks were laid. With one hand held out in front of the fire, Gideon thought of a single spell which would pull some of the flames into his palm. Quite wonderfully, the fire flickered and a single flame leaped into his hand and formed a ball of burning light.

      “Amazing…” The mage marvelled at the feat, before twisting his fingers to alter the spell and freeze the ball of fire. The light faded and in its place sat a cold, wet ball of ice.

      Do you see now, Gideon, Ilargo called. Together we have no limits. Or, in other words; without me you’re useless.

      Gideon couldn't help but smile as he met the dragon’s crystal, blue eyes. Thanks...

      “Today’s lesson is over. Get some rest,” Adriel bade. “We will reach Mount Garganafan by dusk tomorrow.” The elf stood up and made for Galandavax, where he fell asleep under his wing.

      You won't give them up, will you?

      Gideon looked down at the wand on his thigh. You already know what I’m going to say, don't you?

      Abigail always wanted you to do the right thing. Keeping her wand reminds you of that…

      She died doing the right thing. She shouldn't be forgotten.

      Ilargo’s head coiled round and rested beside Gideon. I can see her now, in your memories. Abigail Rose will not be forgotten. Through me, you can always see her, just as she was.

      Indeed, Gideon closed his eyes and saw her as perfectly as if she were standing in front of him, her copper ringlets draped over her shoulders. He missed her, missed their long talks into the night and the laughter that always followed. In fact, he just missed laughter in general. The world had become a very serious place in a very short space of time.

      Those times will be had again, Ilargo said. Once our task is complete.

      Gideon slid the wand back into its holster and changed the subject. I’m not ready to give either up yet. I’ve had that staff for a long time and it’s served me well.

      At this point you’re just carrying around a piece of wood on your back, Ilargo said with some amusement.

      Gideon rolled his eyes and wished to change the subject again. Did you speak to Rainael about the Echoes of Fate? Adilandra’s point was valid concerning some of its fulfillment.

      I tried to delve into the memories I share with her, but anything about the prophecy was closed to me. It is the only thing she has never shared with me. My mother told me we were to learn about it together…

      Gideon frowned and looked at Adriel on the other side of the fire. Another Dragorn secret then… How many of those am I to uncover?

      Ilargo’s great maw stretched wide and his long tongue licked the air with a giant yawn. None tonight I feel.

      With that, the green dragon dropped into a deep sleep that would take any human several hours to reach. Gideon smiled and stroked the side of Ilargo’s jaw, truly happy to have him as a companion for life, and what a long life they were to have. Thoughts of immortality gave Gideon a headache that was always sure to put him to sleep, and so the Dragorn leaned into Ilargo’s neck and joined him in slumber.
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            Tidings of war

          

        

      

    

    
      The halls of Velia felt cold and hollow to Tai’garn. As an elf, he was more accustomed to life among the trees, but as an elder who sat on King Elym’s high council, he was also used to lavish quarters. In his eyes, King Rengar could do with a little more wood and lot less stone. Tai’garn blinked hard to focus his mind again, as his thoughts continued to wander during Lord Marshal Horvarth’s report to the king. It seemed to the elf that the leader of the Graycoats enjoyed ten words where two would suffice.

      Beside him, Ezeric and Nalmar appeared as exhausted as he felt. All three elves had remained awake during their journey south, from Darkwell. After battling Samandriel Zathya, one of Valanis’ generals, Tai’garn had feared reprisals on the road, believing that they three were the company’s greatest chance of making it safely to Velia. Tai’garn had respect for the Graycoats’ skills, but there were none among them who could even challenge Samandriel as he had.

      King Rengar was listening to Horvarth’s report, but his eyes were fixed on the elves. Tai’garn had quickly become accustomed to the attention they garnered from everyone around them, even the knights, though King Rengar’s gaze was almost predatory.

      Before another thought could pass through the elder’s head, an odour worse than all the humans combined invaded his nose. Judging by the expressions on Ezeric and Nalmar’s faces, he wasn't the only one to inhale the foul smell.

      “Sorry about that.” The rough voice and alcohol-soaked breath came from beside Tai’garn, where the disgraced knight, Kaleb Jordain, stood. “In hindsight, those beans were probably not the best idea…”

      Tai’garn sighed. “Humans…”

      Their hushed words caught the king’s eye and he silenced Lord Marshal Horvarth with a hand. “What say our elven guests of this disturbing matter?”

      Tai’garn let his hood fall over his back before standing before King Rengar. “It is as Lord Marshal Horvarth reports, Your Grace. It seems the kingdom of Namdhor in the north has taken up arms against your people, though I suspect the land of Orith is merely a puppet.”

      “A puppet?” Rengar echoed from his throne. “I can't imagine King Merkaris Tion being anyone’s puppet. Is this why you have arrived on our shores, Elder Tai’garn?”

      “In part, Your Grace. King Elym has received word that his daughter, Princess Reyna, is no longer within the borders of Alborn, your country. My king fears for the safety of the princess, and so he has sent us to ensure her return to Ayda.”

      King Rengar shuffled to the edge of his seat. “Are we not to continue with our talks?”

      Tai’garn felt a great sorrow overcome him. He wanted to tell the king to rally the armies of Illian and present King Elym with a deterrent that would see the war ended before it could begin. His place was to serve his king and his people, however, and in truth, Tai’garn couldn't say he knew Ezeric and Nalmar well enough to judge their actions should he warn man of the impending invasion.

      He offered Atilan, the king of the gods, a silent prayer for peace before replying, “There will be no more negotiations with King Elym until Princess Reyna is found and safely returned to Ayda, Your Grace.”

      “I see…” King Rengar’s words could barely be heard in the hall. “You said in part. What is the other reason for your presence?”

      Tai’garn called upon his long life of experience to find the right words. “It is our belief that darker forces are at work in Illian. It is possible that King Tion of Namdhor plans to invade your land on behalf of another, one who would see all of Verda under his control.”

      Murmurs and whispers broke out among the gathered Graycoats and Velian officials. Tai’garn couldn't tell if they believed him or not, but there sounded an edge of panic in their collective voice.

      “Of whom do you speak?” King Rengar asked.

      The elder hesitated before saying the name out loud. “Valanis.”

      King Rengar bowed his head in contemplation for a moment. “My elvish history is a little rusty, Elder Tai’garn. Wasn't Valanis some kind of villain from an old legend?”

      “I assure you, as one who has lived long enough to have witnessed his malice, Valanis is very real. He started the civil war among my people as your own were exploring the land beyond The Wild Moores. The Dark War ended with Valanis’ defeat in Elethiah, but we were deceived, Your Grace. Valanis has been free for some time. It was one of his Hand who attacked us in Darkwell, the same shade who commands King Tion’s forces.”

      King Rengar sat back on his throne. “You speak grave words indeed, Elder. If you are correct my kingdom is soon to be under siege by an elf.” Rengar glanced at the Lord Marshal. “The attack on West Fellion was reportedly led by an elf…” Tai’garn could see the king putting some of the pieces together. “Should King Elym not have sent more than a handful to help us root out this evil?”

      Tai’garn could feel Ezeric and Nalmar’s eyes on him. The elder knew the response to give that would work perfectly for the inevitable invasion, but he couldn't find the will to say it.

      In his hesitation, Ezeric replied, “King Elym will send the entire elven army to defend this realm, Your Grace. We can have word sent to him immediately.”

      King Rengar held an expression of suspicion, no doubt curious as to why Tai’garn had held his tongue. Another moment passed in which the elder knew he should have spoken up, but two thousand years of servitude was a hard thing to ignore.

      “We would be grateful for any alliance,” Rengar said, “though King Tion’s forces are smaller than my own. With aid from Lirian, we should beat back their numbers with few casualties.”

      A door to the side of the hall creaked open and a soldier appeared in a flowing blue cloak. Judging by his appearance and the confidence with which he approached the throne, he was a captain or higher. The man leaned into King Rengar’s ear and whispered while handing him two small strips of parchment. Tai’garn couldn't discern the words being spoken, but Rengar’s face was far more telling of their disturbing nature.

      The king waved the soldier away and took an extra second to re-read the missives. “Word from our people in The Arid Lands.” Rengar lifted the parchment up between his fingers, his expression horrified. “Karath is… gone.”

      The assembly erupted in conversation, while Tai’garn pictured the city on a map in his mind. Karath was the largest and capital city in the south, situated not far from Syla’s Gate. The elf couldn't imagine how an entire city could be gone.

      “Gone? How can this be?” Lord Marshal Horvarth asked.

      Rengar was still staring at the parchment. “I have another message from the governor of Galosha. Thousands of refugees from Karath and Calmardra have arrived seeking shelter. They are heading this way…”

      “But what has sacked an entire city?” Horvarth continued. “King Tion could not have split his forces.”

      King Rengar sounded as if he could barely believe his own words. “It doesn't say sacked, Lord Marshal. It says gone. Those fleeing The Arid Lands claim the Darkakin are responsible.”

      The hall erupted once more in an uproar. Tai’garn turned to Ezeric and Nalmar, who both appeared as distressed as the knights and officials sounded. The Darkakin had been exiled by their kin, shortly before the Dark War, when Tai’garn was only a child, still, the savages burned brightly in his oldest of memories.

      “I sense Valanis’ hand in this,” Nalmar said.

      “Agreed,” Tai’garn replied, “but how? How could he have found the savages and found a way past Syla’s Gate?”

      “Those are answers we should be gathering,” Ezeric whispered urgently.

      “Karath!” Kale Jordain exclaimed into their huddle. “That’s where Galfrey and the others were heading. You know what that means?”

      The elder nodded. “There’s a good chance Princess Reyna is among the refugees from Karath. She could be heading towards us.”

      “Well,” Kaleb burped, “I was thinking more about the coin I’m owed by Galfrey, but yes, I suppose what you said…” The haggard ranger took a swig from his skin and forgot his next words.

      “We stay,” Tai’garn looked directly at Ezeric, “for now.”

      “Muster my armies!” King Rengar was standing now, barking orders to his generals. “Bring everyone back to Velia until our enemies are clear to see. Have Barossh and Galosha retreat and alert the city watch to prepare for a siege immediately. Word must be sent to Queen Isabella of Lirian. Her forces will be needed if we are to face an army from the north and south. Lord Marshal Horvarth, can I count on your Graycoats in this dark hour?”

      Horvarth glanced at the sorry state of what was left of his order, but his response was confident. “We will fight for the realm.”

      King Rengar locked eyes with Tai’garn. “Then we prepare for war…”
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        * * *

      

      Half an ocean away, Elym of House Sevari, king of the elves, and Lord of Elandril surveyed the western horizon. Just beyond his sight was the fortress city of Velia, the crown of man’s world. For all of his concerns about the coming war, Elym struggled to focus on anything other than the safety of his daughter, Reyna. After the report from Tai’garn, the princess was trapped in a country already at war.

      “My Lord…” High Guardian Varӧ joined him at the bow. “You requested my presence.”

      Elym couldn't wrest his eyes from the horizon, his imagination run wrought with what horrors had been unleashed on Illian.

      Varӧ took a step closer and lowered his voice. “My Lord?

      “Our enemy has moved unseen,” the king finally replied. “Valanis has rallied an ancient evil our people banished millennia ago.”

      Varӧ’s brow furrowed. “The Darkakin?”

      “The savages have breached Syla’s Gate and torched The Arid Lands.” Elym wondered where Reyna had been in all the mayhem, sure that the princess would be in the thick of it. Reyna was her mother’s daughter, after all.

      “Impossible!” Varӧ gasped.

      “Tai’garn suspects Valanis’ hand in the destruction of the gate.”

      Varӧ leaned against the railing and sighed. “Perhaps he does have the power of the gods…”

      Elym’s hand squeezed the tattered scroll tucked into his belt. He had brought it with him from Elandril, but the scrolls journey was far older than that. The king didn't need to unfold it to picture the ancient runes and glyphs scribed in blood, or the black hand which marked the parchment in the manner of a signature.

      “There are no gods…” Elym hissed. “And never suggest such a thing again, High Guardian. Not to me, not to anyone.”

      Varӧ stood up straight and bowed his head. “Apologies, My Lord.”

      “No apologies necessary, Varӧ. See to it that word reaches every ship. This war just took a bloody turn. Ten-thousand Darkakin will complicate things…”

      “Ten-thousand?” Varӧ echoed. The High Guardian turned back to the fleet of ships behind them. “We have the better warriors, but I fear we do not have the numbers.”

      “You are my master strategist, Varӧ. I do not want your fear, only that brilliant mind of yours.”

      Varӧ hesitated. “We may have to consider a temporary alliance with the king of Velia if we are to defeat the Darkakin.”

      The king kept his eyes on the horizon. “Ten-thousand Darkakin will make no difference to my warriors. Taking Velia is still our best course of action. We just have to ensure we take it before the Darkakin arrives.”

      “Your confidence in my warriors is reassuring, My Lord, but the strategist in me sees no sense in pitting our six-thousand against ten-thousand, as well as the estimated seven-thousand King Rengar has in Velia.”

      Elym swivelled on his High Guardian. “I have had our people prepare for this invasion for decades. I cannot suggest an alliance between our two shores as we cross The Adean -” The king cut himself off, aware that he was repeating words from the very prophecy that hung on his belt; Only alliance and trust between two shores offers an imitation of hope and a glimpse of eternity. “There can be no alliance, Varӧ. Only victory. Our people expect nothing less…” They expect nothing less of me, the king thought, feeling the pressures of his crown for the first time in centuries.

      “Forgive me, My Lord,” Varӧ bowed again, “but I see no victory if we reclaim Illian at the cost of so many. The army behind us makes up the bulk of our population -”

      “We make our own fate!” Elym snapped. “There are no gods to help us. That is why I have had you train our people, High Guardian. They must rise to this challenge as we once did against Valanis.”

      “You say we make our own fate,” Varӧ replied solemnly, “but our fate is placed in your hands, our king.”

      “Do you doubt your king?” Elym asked accusingly.

      “No, My Lord. I worry that you doubt yourself. I want to see the world of man under our heel, but I would respect you no less if you suggested a temporary alliance. The legends of the Darkakin are still told to our children as cautionary tales. We must consider -”

      “You must consider your king’s words, High Guardian. That is all. I have set us on this course and I will see it through.” Elym longed for the council of his wife or the embrace of his daughter. He had treated both as accessories to his throne for too long, but now that they were gone, he felt the hole in his heart all too keenly.

      Varӧ took on a servants tone. “I will summon the generals, My Lord. We will revise our strategy to consider the Darkakin.”

      Hearing his friend speak to him this way only weighed the king down more. He could picture Adilandra’s look and that was all it took to calm him. Those days seemed so long ago now...

      Elym placed a hand on the warrior’s shoulder. “Have patience with me, Varӧ. My thoughts are clouded by concern for Reyna.”

      Varӧ positioned himself so that others on the ship could not see the king. “Of course. You are a king and a father. Your burden cannot be shared.”

      “Your own children are amongst us, yes?” Elym asked, gesturing to the other ships.

      “Yes,” Varӧ agreed with a proud smile. “Warriors born, every one.”

      The king sighed. “Reyna is not a warrior. Trained, yes, but she does not have the heart of a warrior.” Elym turned back to the horizon. “I fear she cannot survive such a place.”

      Varӧ visibly relaxed again. “If the princess has any of her mother in her, I would not be concerned for her safety.”

      Elym knew his old friend was trying to reassure him, but the king felt as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders. “Did you say goodbye to your wife?” he asked.

      “I did, My Lord.”

      “Family is important.” Elym continued, his thoughts adrift. “It’s why we fight in the first place. Reclaiming our homeland is for all elves, even those yet to be born. Adilandra and I planned on having more children, but I put it off. I wanted my children to be born in Illian, as we were. I fear I have lost them both and we have yet to set foot on The Shining Coast.”

      The thought of losing a loved one had the king dwelling on his sister, Nalana. She was the only person he had ever loved besides his wife and daughter, though she had been lost to him for a thousand years. He could still see her, dying in his arms in The Wild Moores, the Echoes of Fate her last words. Elym almost crushed the scroll on his belt, an action he caught Varӧ taking note of.

      “My Lord, you have carried that scroll since we left Ayda…”

      Elym glanced at the leathery scroll, all too aware that it was made from human skin. “It reminds me what’s real... and what’s nothing but a fairy tale. It holds my course steady.”

      A moment of silence was held between them, with nothing but the sound of the waves crashing into the ship to fill the void.

      “I will gather the generals,” Varӧ finally said, before bowing and leaving the king.

      Elym was left with his dark thoughts. Valanis had himself an army again. Reyna was missing in the middle of it all and Adilandra was gone, her fool’s errand to find the dragons would see her never returned to him. He was alone. He gripped the so-called prophecy, taken from the cave in The Wild Moores, and fixed his eyes on the ocean.

      They would make their own fate…
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            Hope in the breeze

          

        

      

    

    
      Asher woke to the sound of drums. As his eyes snapped open, Reyna was already jumping to her feet and making for the balcony. The ominous beating had the ranger’s heart racing and his instincts pushing to take control. He knew what the drums were, having heard it from atop Syla’s Gate, and the volume from outside suggested they were inside the city.

      “What’s happening?” Nathaniel half fell, half sprung from his cot.

      “That treacherous snake!” the princess spat.

      Asher braced his injured leg and made for the balcony, though his instincts had him moving quietly and without thought of his weapons. The ranger already knew what sight would greet him, and decades of training told him when disappearing was more beneficial than fighting.

      “What have you done?” Reyna hissed, striding towards Nasta, who rested calmly by the railing.

      The companions stood in silence, awed and stunned by the view before them. At least ten thousand Darkakin marched through Calmardra’s main gate, their bulk stretching back over the horizon with a plume of sand clouding the air. Cries of pain and screams of horror broke through the beating of the heavy drums, with those few who remained in the city unfortunate enough to be discovered by the savage horde. The Darkakin would be hungry in every sense of the word. Calmardra would burn in their wake, but not before they sacked every inch of it and had their fun with the last of its inhabitants.

      A chorus of unnatural roars drowned out the drums and cries for help. The ranger leaned over the edge to see lumbering trolls being guided through the streets at the point of spears. Their sheer bulk devastated everything they came into contact with, destroying the remnants of market stalls and tearing through the corners of every building. Beyond the city, amid the dark horde, there were yet more trolls, pushing giant catapults and deadly ballistas. They were prepared to bring down a city, a city such as Velia…

      “They’re flooding the city,” Nathaniel said, his hand on his sword. “How in all the hells do we get out of here now?”

      Reyna turned on Nasta with all the fury of an elf, but Asher beat her to it and rushed the assassin, pinning him to the wall. With his elbow across Nasta’s throat, the ranger had already drawn a short dagger with his other hand and now pointed it threateningly in his old mentor’s face. A sharp poke in his ribs, however, proved that the assassin was always prepared.

      “You’re getting sloppy…” Nasta commented.

      Asher ignored the threatening blade in his ribs and continued to pin the old man. “Why?” he demanded. “Why betray us now? They will just kill you too!”

      “The savages have a unique odour,” Nasta replied calmly, “but as they drew nearer I discovered a new scent, carried in the breeze as if nature itself had been tasked with delivering it.”

      Asher gritted his teeth and squeezed the hilt of his small dagger. “I should run you through…”

      “Asher,” Reyna’s tone of desperation, mingled with an edge of hope, stopped the ranger from drawing blood.

      The elf was pressed against the railing with her eyes fixed on the outer wall of Calmardra, where the main gates were packed from edge to edge with the funnelled Darkakin. Nathaniel joined her by the railing and searched the horizon, his frown mirroring Asher’s.

      “What is it?” the knight asked.

      The ranger released Nasta and scanned the growing horde below. That was when he saw it. Reyna’s elven eyes had found the wooden stake first, but even Asher’s old eyes could now spot the X-shaped structure atop a cart, being pulled by a giant lizard. Strapped to the wood was the broken and bloodied body of Faylen Haldӧr!

      “Impossible…” Asher whispered absently.

      “We live in a world of impossible things.” Nasta Nal-Aket leant on the end of his stick. “You of all people should know that by now.”

      “It cannot be,” Nathaniel said. “No one could have survived that…”

      Reyna’s mouth remained ajar in shock and pure elation. “She’s alive!” the elf exclaimed, ignoring all else. Tears welled in the princess’ eyes and ran freely down her cheeks.

      “That might be overstating it…” Nasta commented.

      The joy and elation in Reyna’s face drained away in the blink of an eye. Nathaniel reacted first, before Asher could reach the elf, and grabbed her arms, preventing the princess from jumping over the railing and rushing to Faylen’s aid. Reyna struggled but the knight managed to keep her firmly on the balcony, while the ranger stepped in front, cutting off the view of Faylen.

      “What are you doing? Let me go!” Reyna shrugged Nathaniel off. “We need to save her!”

      “You’re not going to save anyone if you face that many Darkakin,” Nathaniel chastised. “Think!” He turned the elf to look at him. “There are hundreds, maybe a thousand Darkakin between us and Faylen right now. We aren't going to help her by taking on an army. We need to…” The knight looked over Reyna’s shoulder, to Asher and Nasta. “We need to think more like them.”

      It stung Asher to be associated with Nasta, but the ranger knew by now that Nathaniel meant no offence. In truth, he was still a little numb to learn that Faylen had survived. Instead of relieving him of any guilt, however, it only added to it, as the ranger dwelled on what might have been had he entered the pit again and searched for the elf. This kind of flux in his emotional state was new to Asher, and the only thing he knew to do was simply get on with what was laid before him.

      Nasta Nal-Aket tilted his head towards the masses below. “I’m afraid even the ways of the Arakesh might not be enough to save your friend.”

      The companions looked out over the city and quickly found the source of the assassin’s comment. Behind the cart that carried Faylen, a team of horses broke the constant procession of Darkakin, each ridden by a figure in dark armour with twin short-swords on their back and red blindfolds over their eyes. As disheartening as it was to see so many Arakesh, the two elven riders in the centre had Asher reaching for the diamond-tipped short-sword on his back. Alidyr’s white robes were easy to spot among the assassins and besides who could only be Thallan Tassariӧn, one of Valanis’ last remaining generals.

      “Wait,” Nathaniel put his hand on Asher’s shoulder to stop him from retrieving his sword. “Am I the only one who doesn't want to die today? If we challenge them in open combat we all die, and Valanis will have his prize.”

      Nasta pocketed one of the apples he had retrieved overnight. “I am loathed to agree with a Graycoat, but in this instance Mr. Galfrey is correct. There’s a good chance, however, that the army will rest here before moving into King Rengar’s lands. This will give you the opportunity to find the right moment to strike and save your friend… or kill the elves.”

      “No,” Reyna said firmly, looking at Asher. “I want Alidyr and all of Valanis’ generals dead, but I’m not risking Faylen to see their end. We rescue her and leave for Velia. No complications.”

      Asher was torn by the two opportunities, wondering if he could achieve both, but ultimately, he knew the only course open to them, especially in his current condition.

      Nathaniel turned to Nasta. “What do you mean, give us the opportunity? What are you doing, besides being the world’s worst lookout?”

      Nasta licked his lips. “Your path is not my own. This is where we part ways, again.” The assassin tilted his head to Asher with his last word.

      The ranger stepped in front of Nasta, though he couldn't say why. He didn't trust the old assassin and letting him leave felt like a naive decision on his part, but he also didn't want the man who had twisted his life so much to get away and die from old age. Nasta Nal-Aket deserved something far worse in his opinion. Still, he was frozen in place as his mind raged against itself to either step aside or strike the man down. It tore Asher up inside to know that the part of him that wanted to step aside was also the part of him that saw Nasta as a father.

      Reyna’s hand lightly gripped his wrist, and it was only then that Asher realised his knuckles had gone white and he unclenched his fist. Her touch soothed him, reminding him in some way that he had become more than the instinctual animal Nightfall had bred him to be.

      With a deep sigh, Asher stood aside. He wanted to leave the old man with some last words to think on, a threat preferably, but the ranger knew if he didn't stay very still until Nasta was out of sight, he was likely to lash out. The assassin slipped by with his staff and broad scimitar strapped to his waist, before disappearing into the shadows of the apartment. Reyna squeezed his wrist and let go so she could return to the railing and find Faylen again.

      “Hopefully we’ve seen the last of him,” Nathaniel said.

      That was a hope Asher had given up on a long time ago. “Now we get Faylen back.”

      Reyna and Nathaniel had obviously picked up on his resolute tone judging by their curious expressions. Asher knew what he had to do; just being around Nasta reminded him of the advantage he continued to forsake. Tucked away on the back of his belt was the strip of red cloth he had picked up outside Syla’s Gate, though he’d never discovered the identity of the young Arakesh. The touch of the fabric brought back so many memories, so many deaths. The red only served to remind him of the blood that would forever stain his hands.

      “Asher…” Nathaniel looked at the cloth.

      “He has to,” Reyna said firmly.

      Asher met the elf’s eyes and found sorrow and regret there, but also a desperation that would have Faylen returned to her at all costs. Things weren't right between them yet, but the ranger knew that Reyna wouldn't wish him harm.

      “No, he doesn't,” Nathaniel countered. “We can find another way. Asher, you don't need to keep going back to it. You’re a ranger now, you can leave Nightfall behind.”

      “Neither of us can track them through the city like he can,” Reyna replied, her glassy eyes still fixed on Asher. “He has to.”

      “The princess is right,” Asher agreed. “We have to use all the advantages available to us. I’ll find where they rest and come back for you. We can form a plan when we know more. You two should check on the horses and stay hidden until I return.”

      The ranger wrapped the red blindfold around his head, concealing his eyes, and tied the knot to keep any and all light out. The world came alive in that familiar way, a way that had once made him feel invincible and allowed him to become the greatest predator. He could count on one hand how many times he had been forced to use it in the last fourteen years. Every time it had helped him to stay alive, but it never took that feeling way, the feeling of being a killer.

      Every sense expanded in the dark, until an image of his surroundings could be built in his mind, an image made from scents, sounds, taste and even the pressure changes against his skin. He could tell that four floors down the horses were becoming spooked. Asher took another moment to locate Nasta Nal-Aket, but the old assassin evaded his senses. He turned to the city and found one scent above it all that filled his nostrils.

      Blood.

      The Darkakin were attired in new armour that created a constant clatter, but the blood smeared across their bodies was days old, some even older than that. They were a marching army of death by any of his senses.

      “Wait,” Reyna said. “You are injured.” The princess made to reach out and heal some of the larger wounds on his body.

      “Reserve your strength,” Asher protested.

      “You’ll be slower.” Reyna’s answer said more than the sum of her words.

      The elf reached out and pressed her hands into the gashes across his waist and leg. Incredible warmth flowed out of her hands and into his very bones until the pain ebbed away. The princess stepped back eventually, though she appeared drained by Asher’s senses, and he could hear her heartbeat speeding up.

      “Thank you,” the ranger said, still unhappy with the tension between them.

      “Just find her…”

      Asher nodded once and climbed onto the roof where his senses could map out the cityscape. Faylen and the elves were easy to find amid the stench of the Darkakin, and the noise from the cart and giant lizard helped him to navigate their route.

      The unique smell of Faylen had him stop on the corner of the building. Though mingled with sweat and blood, her elven scent was intoxicating in its own way. The ranger hadn't realised what effect Faylen had on him until now, as he was overcome with a sense of ease and a quiet peace that had forever remained elusive to him.

      Asher gritted his teeth. He would save her.
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            A hole in the world

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind ran through Adilandra’s auburn hair and filled the queen’s ears, allowing only the sound of Rainael’s beating wings to pierce the rush. It had been the honour of her life when Rainael the emerald star had bowed her head and invited Adilandra to sit between her horns. The elf deduced that her station as queen was the only reason for such an honour, as Rainael had emanated a sense of disrespect when Galanӧr attempted to climb her magnificent scales.

      Looking to her right, Galanӧr of house Reveeri was sat astride Vorgraf the mountain child, the largest dragon among them and the only offspring of Garganafan, the ancient king of their kin. The warrior appeared particularly small in the crook of the dragon’s neck, though he did look somewhat more comfortable than she felt. That thought had Adilandra feeling envious of the time he and Gideon had spent in Dragons’ Reach, which in turn had her dwelling upon the torturous time she had spent in Malaysai.

      The queen’s thoughts spiralled from there. She saw The Goddess’ face of pure rage and agony as they left her broken in the arena, but before the memories of her time with the wicked queen could overwhelm her, Adilandra found herself thinking about Gideon and the truth of Verda’s history. That truth had shattered her world, a world that she had lived in for over a thousand years. How could the gods not be real? How could the Echoes of Fate not be real? Adilandra had seen too many things to believe that the creators of the world were mere legend and myth.

      The elf hugged Rainael’s scales for more of her supernatural warmth as fresh tears were whipped from her eyes in the rushing wind. Everything inside of her was fighting to keep hold of what she believed to be real, but Adriel’s words resounded like drums in her mind. Dragons do not lie. The events passed on to Gideon were from the very dragon upon who she sat. It would be the ultimate insult to challenge Rainael’s recall of history, but how could Atilan, Naius and all the others have been human? It was all too much for her to consider right now, and so the queen of the elves was happy to distract herself with the spectacle around her.

      Dragons of every size and colour soared through the sky with more grace than any animal in its natural element. Ancient memories were pulled to the surface at the sight of many of the older, larger dragons. Dolvosari the storm maker flew the highest, always comfortable among the clouds. Adilandra had seen the red dragon create lightning storms over Valanis’ armies as a child and knew his title was well earned. Emenar the golden one cut between Rainael and Vorgraf, her golden scales blinding under the desert sun on her rise to meet Dolvosari. Beldroga the great hunter flew just below Vorgraf, guiding a dozen younger, smaller dragons.

      This was everything Adilandra had dreamed of since she watched them fly away from Mount Garganafan after the exodus to Ayda. The dragons were the only thing that could tip the scales, and they were needed now more than ever with Valanis walking on Illian soil once more. Adilandra’s thoughts were about to fall on her daughter, Reyna, and all the perils that stood before her in the realm of man, but Malliath the voiceless dropped out of the sky, forcing many of the dragons to change course. The black dragon fell to the earth as if the gods had thrown a spear from the heavens. Following his trajectory, Adilandra caught her first sight of Davosai, the Darkakin city.

      Built in the same style as Malaysai, Davosai was surrounded by high walls and towers, each housing giant ballista. The city itself was entirely different on the inside, however, shaped into that of a circle that encapsulated a massive hole in the center. The outer edges of the city were the highest, with each level of Davosai dropping down, in the manner of a sinkhole, into the abyss-like pit in the middle. The bottomless hole was layered with wooden beams and platforms that connected via ladders and a network of bridges.

      The queen’s observations were cut short when Rainael tucked in her left wing and barrelled to the side. Adilandra’s elven grip and sharp reflexes kept her in place, as her eyes spotted the barrage of long spears that raced through the air. The dragons split up immediately and in perfect harmony, evading every spear, as well as each other, with ease. Rainael flew higher, beyond the reach of the spears, and glided over Davosai, giving Adilandra a better view of the central hole. The faintest, green glow illuminated the colossal shaft, shedding light on its significance to the Darkakin.

      Crissalith! Adilandra thought with horror. Gideon had said the crystals were deadly to dragons and she knew too well how it affected her own magic. Still, Malliath descended into the city with all the grace of a falling rock. Two spears ripped through the soft membrane of his wings, but the dragon took no heed and demolished a tower and several buildings with his girth. Fire erupted from his mouth and consumed entire streets, the flames curving round the layered city, a force of unrelenting fury. Malliath’s tail swept through the primitive homes and ugly towers, reducing them all to rubble.

      The dragons attacked the city from high and low, their strategy unknown to all but themselves. The smaller of their kind glided low over the land, while the larger wyrms attracted the ballista from above. Emenar the golden one banked sharply to the south of the city and took half a dozen dragons with her, while Beldroga the great hunter guided a group to the north. Giant spears shot out across the city in every direction, but Adilandra guessed that no city of the Darkakin had ever been under such a siege before.

      It was only after Beldroga and Emenar decimated the two ends of the city, and the smaller dragons burned the eastern towers that Rainael the emerald star began her descent into Davosai with Adilandra. Vorgraf followed his queen in and both dropped onto a cluster of buildings that strained under their substantial weight. The elves were quick to jump off, sensing that both dragons were eager to join their kin. Thankfully, they had been dropped some distance away from Malliath, whose rage continued to ravage everything around him. His fiery breath and whipping tail could be seen across the city, where many of the ballistas were now pointed.

      “My Lady?” Galanӧr’s voice barely registered with the queen. “Adilandra?” he called again.

      “We are to blame for Malliath’s rage…” Adilandra said absently.

      Galanӧr appeared somewhat distracted by the Darkakin running through the streets below. “I don’t see how. It was the mages of Korkanath who captured and bound him to that miserable island.”

      Adilandra couldn't tear her eyes from the dragon’s savagery. “We should have stayed in Illian and ended the Dragon War before it came to that. We abandoned him.”

      Galanӧr crouched by the edge of the building, observing those below. “They’re running for the centre.”

      The elf’s words brought Adilandra back to the despicable city in which they resided. “The Crissalith. They’re taking refuge in the mine.”

      “That would make sense if you were trying to avoid a dragon.” Galanӧr was already walking across the rooftop as he spoke, one of his scimitars in hand.

      Adilandra turned around to see Galanӧr wading into the three Darkakin who had emerged from a small hatch. All three wielded spears decorated with fine green crystals, preventing the queen from casting any destruction spells. None would have been required, however, as Galanӧr engaged the warriors with four hundred years of training behind him. His scimitars cut their spears to pieces and progressed to removing their limbs with similar ease until all three were lying dead at his feet.

      The queen of elves picked up the haft of a broken spear and inspected the Crissalith gems. “If these crystals really were created by Atilan, then there must be something left behind that proves he was here. Something that proves he was just… just a man.”

      Galanӧr gripped his scimitars with a disturbed expression arching his eyebrow. “Maybe. But that would mean going into the mine, the same thing we came to destroy. I say we let the Darkakin take refuge inside and let Dolvosari unleash a storm to flood it. Either way, we should stay away and let the dragons deal with it.”

      Adilandra had to know. She had to see for herself.

      “I have led too many of our kin to their death, Galanӧr. I will not command any other to follow me.” The queen made for the adjacent rooftop, where the sinking city lay sprawled out before her.

      Galanӧr sighed and dipped his head, his eyes locked on the blood dripping from his blade. His was a cursed life, that much Adilandra could see. Bred for war and gifted with a talent for taking life, Galanӧr was destined to be the spear in any battle, and battle he could not avoid. But the elf clearly hated himself for what he was. The queen wished she could grant him the life he so desperately clawed at, but peace and an ordinary life would have to wait.

      “Let us be done with it…” the warrior-elf grunted.

      The two set off across the rooftops with enviable, feline grace. The streets below were chaos, with Darkakin screaming at each other to get out of the way. The dragons swooped in at regular intervals and delivered fiery hell. The stench of burning flesh and hair rose up from the alleys, but there was little that could turn Adilandra’s stomach anymore. Her time in Malaysai had changed her irrevocably and would forever haunt her dreams and consume her thoughts in those quiet moments.

      The hole in the centre of Davosai was considerably larger up close. Adilandra guessed its circumference could fit The Goddess’ pyramid inside without touching the jagged walls. The sloping ramps that wrapped around the mine’s interior were packed with terrified Darkakin, many of whom were clambering over their neighbors to reach the safety of the bottom. The dragons were notably absent from this area of the city, concentrating their efforts predominantly on the outer layers of Davosai.

      “They have several pulley systems,” Galanӧr observed. “We will have to use them to descend into the mine; using the walkways is impossible now.”

      Adilandra agreed. “We can't use magic in there either.”

      Of his two scimitars, Galanӧr immediately removed the only one with a whole scabbard and gave it to his queen, leaving himself with the half scabbard he had fashioned before leaving Malaysai. Adilandra accepted the weapon as well as the flashbacks from her time in the Darkakin arena, where she had been forced to fight and kill for entertainment. The elf pushed the memories as far down as she could and strapped the blade to her belt.

      Dropping down into the street proved hazardous among the streams of Darkakin racing for the mine, along with numerous animals who feared the predators overhead. Galanӧr took the lead and pushed many aside, though he missed the two armed warriors breaching the throng to attack them. Adilandra used the last of her magic before they entered the mine and launched the men back into the crowd with a telekinetic blast. After her display, many of Davosai’s citizens gave the elves a wide berth until they reached the lip of the hole.

      Wasting no time, Galanӧr sprinted across one of the long beams and jumped into the abyss. Adilandra took one last look at the blue sky and the flurry of dragons who continued to rain hell upon the city. The dragons were taking the city apart with incredible speed, leaving the elves with very little time.

      The queen took a deep breath and followed in Galanӧr’s footsteps. As he had done, Adilandra leaped from the beam and caught one of the ropes that formed part of the pulley system. The Darkakin that lined the rounded walls of the mine were shouting at them and throwing rocks, but all were too far away to close the gap and pose a real threat. The elves ignored them and worked their way down the various ropes, jumping from platform to platform and kicking the Darkakin off the lifts before they attacked. The intersecting beams could only get them so far before they had to dash across the chasm and join up with the winding ramp. Within minutes, they were further down the mine than any of the fleeing Darkakin now.

      “It’s cold…” Galanӧr said through laboured breaths, as he looked up at the circle of light far above. “I didn't think I would ever feel cold again.”

      “The forests of the north call to me as well,” Adilandra replied, her chest heaving. “We will leave the desert and its wicked heat behind soon enough.”

      The elves ran around the sloping walkway for several minutes until the very bottom of the mine found their feet. Piles of excavated Crissalith littered the ground, waiting to be transported to the surface. Their unnatural glow was enough to illuminate the choice of caves that burrowed into the earth, each paired with fiery torches fixed to the walls. It was in the light of these torches that the faces of the Darkakin emerged from the darkness. Adilandra and Galanӧr looked at each other for just a moment before pulling their scimitar free.

      Unlike the savages above, these Darkakin wore furs to keep them warm in the freezing mine. It mattered very little what they wore, however, as elven steel sliced through everything like butter. Adilandra tapped into the animal she had discovered that lived not too far from the surface. Her rage and fury were fed only by the blood she spilled. The queen’s fighting style was almost barbaric in comparison to Galanӧr’s surgical strikes, each designed to kill with maximum efficiency and little effort. The last few who dared to attack them changed their minds and ran back up the mine, hoping to find salvation on the surface. They were in for a shock when they got there.

      “Are you hurt?” Galanӧr asked with great concern.

      Adilandra could see that unlike Galanӧr, her clothes were covered in Darkakin blood, masking any possible injury of her own. “It’s not mine. I fare well.”

      The warrior-elf nodded, though he didn't appear convinced. “I count six entrances,” Galanӧr said, gesturing to the caves that lined the mine. “Which should we take?”

      Adilandra took a moment to compose herself and return the scimitar to its scabbard. It took some effort to let go of her embarrassment upon being seen in such a frenzy, especially to one as skilled as Galanӧr. The queen walked around the cavern with a torch in hand, while examining the different entrances with a careful eye.

      “This one.” Adilandra stood under the arching entrance to the smallest cave.

      “Why this one?” Galanӧr asked.

      “Because of that.” Adilandra pointed to the only piece of carved stone above the entrance.

      Galanӧr scrutinised the stone. “Is that the ancient language?”

      Adilandra’s reply was solemn. “The ancient language of man… apparently.”

      “What does it say?” Galanӧr picked up his own torch and lifted it up. “The stone is damaged.”

      “I cannot tell, but it is the only entrance with such an inscription. There’s also no mining tools around this one.” Adilandra boldly walked into the dark cave, where her torch quickly revealed it to be anything but a cave. The walls transitioned from jagged rock to smooth stone, engraved with more symbols that the queen recognised to be hexes.

      “The magic has been spent,” Galanӧr stroked the grooves of the ancient glyphs.

      “I wonder how many Darkakin died before they gave it up.” Adilandra could see dark stains splattered across the cold walls where the savages had met their gruesome end.

      “How could the hexes have even worked with so much Crissalith?” Galanӧr asked, taking the lead as Adilandra paused to observe a particular glyph.

      “The crystals must only affect people, not objects or runes.” The queen tore her eyes from the ancient script, a script she couldn't believe was on another continent to Illian, let alone that it was engraved on these walls by man.

      The elves pressed on until they were presented with a pair of heavy, metal doors. Over the seal was a simple wooden plaque with Darkakin hieroglyphs etched from end-to-end.

      “I can't read Darkakin,” Galanӧr commented, “but I reckon that’s a warning against entry.”

      Adilandra walked up to the plaque and threw it on the floor. They didn't have time to pause; the Darkakin mob would flood the mine soon enough. It took both of them to push the doors open and tear all the cobwebs apart. The chamber beyond was dank and dusty with shadows cast in every crevice from their torch light.

      Adilandra explored one side while Galanӧr took the other. At first glance, the queen assumed she was inside some kind of alchemy lab, with tables covered in glass bottles and empty vials. Books lined the walls inside hollowed cubby holes, each leather spine scribed in the ancient language.

      “What is this place?” Galanӧr held up a stained vial and wrinkled his nose in disgust.

      Adilandra found the large desk at the head of the chamber, where more books and tattered scrolls lay strewn over the wood. “This is where he made it…” The queen ran her finger over the glyphs that lined the rectangular desk, their magic long faded. “This is where Atilan made Crissalith. I think we’re inside his private lab.” Being inside the room where the king of the gods had once studied was unsettling in a way that blurred many of the elf’s emotions.

      “What’s this?” Galanӧr had found the back of the room, where a thick book with frayed edges sat on a display.

      Adilandra swallowed the shock that threatened to overwhelm her and examined the cover. “It’s a grimoire. I have seen books like these before; the elders have similar ones in Elandril, but they don't appear as ancient as this. You see the cluster of glyphs in the bottom corner there?” The queen gestured to the pattern of runes that formed a horizontal figure of eight. “That’s the author’s signature.”

      Galanӧr thumbed the indentation. “That’s the ancient symbol for Atilan…”

      The sound of chains echoed down the stone corridor and filled the chamber with its harsh clamber.

      “They’re here,” Adilandra said with her hand resting on the hilt of her scimitar.

      “We need to get out, now.” Galanӧr was already drawing his blade and flexing his shoulders.

      Adilandra dashed across the room, where a leather satchel sat atop one of the tables. The elf emptied it of the scrolls and loose parchment before stuffing Atilan’s grimoire inside.

      With swords in hand, the elves made all haste to return to the bottom of the shaft. The green Crissalith illuminated the three platforms, filled to burst with Darkakin, touching down amid the piles of crystals.

      “It’s raining.” Galanӧr remained hidden in the doorway with his palm out to feel the drops of water. “It must be Dolvosari. We need to get out before he destroys the entire mine.”

      “Wait…” Adilandra could see the crowds of Darkakin running off the platform to seek shelter in the caves. “Now!”

      The two elves made their mad dash for the platform as it began its journey back to the top. Their exceptional speed and strength allowed them to jump the extra distance to grip the edge of the rising platform. They pulled themselves up and crouched low in the corners, avoiding the gaze of any Darkakin running down the winding ramp. The platform’s progress was steady but the torrent of rain proved it was too slow; soon Dolvosari would have a storm of epic proportions brewing overhead.

      The first lightning bolt was devastating. The flash struck only a second before the thunderclap reverberated down the shaft. The bolt ripped through two levels of the wooden ramp, sending many to their deaths far below as well as blowing the rock out, where it would surely kill any at the bottom. Seconds later, half of a wooden beam ricocheted off the sides of the wooden structures, killing more and completely severing the chains of the adjacent platform.

      The Darkakin screams were momentarily silenced by the next bolt of white-hot fury. More of the shaft was torn to pieces, along with many of its terrified inhabitants. Adilandra held onto the railing when the platform began to shake and the chains were whipped about above them.

      “We’re not going to make it!” Galanӧr shouted over the pelting rain.

      As if to confirm the elf’s words, another lightning bolt shot through the mine, making a clean line to the bottom. The resulting explosion was almost deafening, but Adilandra could still hear the thousands of shattered crystals fly across the shaft and bury themselves into the walls. Looking up, the opening was much larger now, with cloud definition visible beyond the light. Another lightning bolt struck the side of the mine and sent their platform swaying. A broken beam bounced off the side of the platform, sending Galanӧr careening off the edge.

      “NO!” Adilandra screamed, as she dived over the edge and caught his hand.

      Galanӧr’s eyes looked past her and his expression fell into one of horror. “Climb!” he barked. The warrior-elf tore his hand free and fell into the mine, though his break-away had been executed perfectly. Galanӧr intercepted the hanging chain of the severed platform and swung with his momentum until he could begin his climb.

      Adilandra rolled over to see the reason for the elf’s distress and decided to move. A chaotic mixture of people, chains and heavy, wooden beams were crashing down through the mine. With only a few seconds to move, the queen jumped up and gripped the platform’s pulley system. The end of a beam spun around and clipped the platform, tearing it free of the chains, leaving Adilandra’s legs to dangle over the ruin below.

      “Climb!” Galanӧr shouted again.

      The frequency of lightning strikes increased, with each bolt causing catastrophic damage. Entire sheets of rock were now breaking free from the walls and falling into the mine. The Darkakin hordes had reversed their direction and were rushing to reach the surface once again.

      After an exhausting climb, the elves finally found the beam that stretched from edge-to-edge. As they reached solid ground, Rainael the emerald star dropped out of the sky and immediately bowed her head, allowing them to climb on. The force of her take-off nearly had them falling off, but the dragon changed her direction at the last second and circled the mine. They had the perfect view as the red dragon above unleashed his final attack.

      The bolt of lightning was the largest yet, and it was followed by a succession of six more. The ground around the Crissalith mine cracked, imitating an earthquake until the whole mine collapsed in on itself with thousands of Darkakin being swept in with it. The outer edges of the city were on fire, closing Davosai’s inhabitants in.

      The scale of the ruin was new to Adilandra, who had personally witnessed the Dark War between her own people. The dragons had razed the city to the ground in a matter of hours…

      The queen gripped the edges of the ancient grimoire through the leather satchel and rested back into Galanӧr’s chest, letting her head lean on his shoulder. Seeing the Darkakin crushed under the dragons brought Adilandra a sense of relief, but she was yet to determine whether that made her wicked.
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      Faylen had barely been aware of the journey across the desert. It had been too long since her lips had touched water or the taste of food had found her tongue. Riding atop the cart had been jarring, leaving her wrists and ankles burning with the sting of the rope. They had entered a city but the elf knew not where, nor the time of day. Drifting in and out of consciousness had been her only reprieve from the stink and constant raucous of the Darkakin.

      The elf opened her eyes to find she was no longer strapped to the cart but strung up inside an opulent room. Faylen's toes could brush the soft rugs beneath her, but her wrists were still bound and firmly attached to a chain that reached the ceiling. Her instincts were to pull on the restraints and test their strength, but exhaustion had long set in. The idea of anything but passing out felt like too much.

      The room offered no clue to her whereabouts other than the obvious decor, which suggested they were still in The Arid Lands. The low chairs and plethora of rugs combined with the interior pillars were reminiscent of Karath, though the capital must surely be in ruins by now. They were either in Calmardra or Tregaron…

      The small bath at the end of the room exploded with life when Alidyr Yalathanil breached its calm surface. His long black hair ran over his back as if it were made from oil, and as he stepped out his chiseled physique spoke of centuries of honing his body into the perfect killer. It was his mind, however, that Faylen feared the most. From the shadows, a single Arakesh appeared with a towel for her master. The elf hadn't even seen the assassin in the room, but she didn't have the strength to berate herself.

      Alidyr took the offered towel and wrapped it around his waist. "You wake at last. I feared you lost."

      Faylen's voice was croaky, but she managed, "Where are we… snake?"

      "It's a little late in the day for name calling isn't it?" Alidyr came to stand in front of her. "We both needed each other to get out of the pit." The general lifted Faylen's head by the chin and inspected her face. "Give her water."

      Alidyr disappeared from sight while the same Arakesh brought her a waterskin. Faylen wanted to spit and curse the assassin, but the few drops of water leaking from the end of the skin had her opening her lips, ready to take her fill. The water was surprisingly cold and as soothing as any balm. The elf drank so much she inevitably brought some of it back before returning to sip on the liquid. It regenerated her just enough to allow some fury back into her spirit.

      "You will never win, Alidyr!" she shouted hoarsely.

      "Not back to this again…" Alidyr came back into sight with his white robes and short-sword hanging at the hip. "How can you not see it, child?" The elf dismissed the assassin into the shadows and roughly grabbed Faylen's face. "I am sided with the very beings who created the ground under our feet. As should you be. You're so blinded by hope that you can't see the odds stacked against you."

      Faylen struggled fruitlessly to get away from Alidyr's hands, but his grip could not be denied. "You're not even worth my spit!"

      Alidyr sighed. "Worth? What do you know of being worthy? Our kind was once worthy of the gods’ attention, so much so that Atilan himself chose an elf to see his return to Verda. But the Sevari bloodline thought they knew better." Alidyr laughed to himself. "Better! Better than the herald of the gods! They were arrogant. Warmongering. They chose to fight Valanis instead of helping him. Our kin was so pathetic that they lost their own faith in the process." The general let go of Faylen's face and stepped back. "When my master sees the gods made flesh, we will see who is worthy…"

      Faylen waited a beat before replying, "I'm sorry, I stopped listening part way through. Could you repeat that last bit?"

      Alidyr growled and snapped his fingers around Faylen's jaw. "Before the end, Faylen, you will serve the gods."

      The head of the Hand let go of her face and vanished into the back half of the room again. Faylen could hear him collecting tools and what sounded like clay jars. It was somehow more terrifying when the master of lies didn't speak. Without warning, a warm hand ran up her bare back, lifting her loose tunic. The soft fingers caressed her skin, weaving between the muscles.

      "You keep yourself in good shape…" Alidyr commented in her ear.

      "I'll fight you." Faylen tried to back her words with a quiet rage, hoping that the general couldn't detect the fear in her tone.

      "Fear not, Faylen Haldӧr. The urges of our kind died in me long ago. The only thing that lives inside of me are the desires of my master. Valanis wants Paldora's gem, and you will help me get it..."

      Faylen could only scream at the searing heat and sharp pain that stabbed into the back of her left shoulder. The sudden jolt of agony had her biting into her lip and tasting blood. The pain wasn't enough to rob her of thought, but simply enough to keep her in perpetual suffering. It was a long night.
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      It had taken several minutes to filter out the hordes of Darkakin below, but once Asher found Faylen’s screams, he couldn't hear anything else. The Nightseye elixir allowed his senses to pierce the stone of the adjacent building and discern the individuals on the third floor. Two elves, one male, one female, and an assassin. The ranger knew he should be concerned with the whereabouts of Thallan, but the sounds Faylen was making clawed at his attention. It took everything he had left to remain on the rooftop and simply listen.

      Asher remained crouched on the lip of the roof, his green cloak gathered about him. He could only find one assassin inside the building, as well as Alidyr and Faylen. Where were the rest of the Arakesh? Where was Thallan Tassariӧn? It was tempting to infiltrate the lavish manor right now, dispatching the lone assassin and ultimately facing Alidyr in combat. But he would likely lose against the elf. It would cost him his life and that of Faylen’s.

      It seemed he would be forever a slave to his training in Nightfall, and despite his feelings towards Nasta Nal-Aket, he would always hear his old mentor’s voice in his mind.

      That thing between your ears is more powerful than any weapon made in a forge, Nasta had said. Use it. Make your emotions serve you not command you. When you have perfect control over your mind you will have perfect control over your body. This is the balance all Arakesh must achieve…

      The lack of assassins troubled him, but the expletive discourse in the streets below vied for the ranger’s attention. Asher didn't need to look over the edge, as his eyes were still concealed behind the red cloth, but instead, he tilted his head to the left. Four Darkakin had broken off from the raids and in-fighting to enjoy a private moment with their prize; a young man by the sound of his heartbeat. The ranger could smell the fear coming from the man and it reminded him of his younger years when he had been the predator.

      The savages dragged the poor man down the alley, beating him as they did. Again, Asher was torn to take action. He needed to gather as much information about the chamber holding Faylen and the patrols inside, but that man was about to become victim to some of the worst violations a human could suffer. There was a time when Asher would have walked away from this, even in his early career as a ranger, but once again he found himself struggling all the more to ignore the plight of those around him. It was moments such as this that had the ranger wondering whether Nathaniel and the others had become a strength or a weakness.

      Another scream escaped the young man’s lips and Asher sprung into action. With the stealth of a spider, he scaled down the wall and loomed over his oblivious prey. His superiority was exhilarating, a rush that the Nightseye elixir had always produced in the Arakesh. A quick check down the alley told Asher that they were still too close to the streets and that any swordplay would potentially alert the horde. Reyna’s spell, however, had brought some life back into the ranger’s bones. The ranger squeezed his thigh, amazed at the healing power of elves.

      Asher landed without a sound behind the group of Darkakin. He rose slowly and cracked his knuckles. There was no doubt in the old assassin’s mind that these four men were about to die by his hand; it was a surety that had come with decades of experience… with decades of killing people.

      A quick foot to the back of the knee lowered the first savage to Asher’s chest height, where the ranger easily reached out and snapped the man’s neck. The second Darkakin became aware immediately of the new threat, but it did him no good. An open palm shot out and caught the man in the throat, giving him something more urgent to think about while Asher focused on the remaining two. With his presence announced, the two savages dropped their victim and retrieved their shiny swords, newly forged in Karath.

      Never rely on your sword, Asher, Nasta had lectured all those years ago. A man with a weapon in his hand believes he is invincible against an unarmed opponent. That belief makes him reckless, even more so if he is accompanied by others. This is to be exploited. Your enemies will be dead before they realise that you are the weapon.

      The closest Darkakin lashed out with an exaggerated downward strike. With Asher’s senses so attuned, the savage might as well have been moving through treacle. A simple sidestep ensured that the blade would never find flesh, but the ranger’s strong hand locked the Darkakin’s wrist in a vice. The extended arm was easily pushed into the way of the second Darkakin’s strike, a blow powerful enough to slice through armour, muscle and bone, severing the limb entirely. The loose appendage made for the perfect blunt instrument with which to use against the last Darkakin. One swing beat the savage back into the alley wall, where Asher finished the man with a single punch to the face. The Darkakin’s head bounced off the wall and left a bloody stain that trailed to the ground.

      “You can have this back.” Asher threw the severed arm at the savage from which it had been cleaved. Completely in shock, the Darkakin caught his arm and fell to the ground with wide eyes. By the time the ranger had helped the young man up, the armless Darkakin was dead from blood loss.

      “Thank… thank you,” the young man stuttered.

      Asher intended to finish off the choking Darkakin, but his extra senses detected the attention they had garnered at the end of the alley. A group of armour-clad savages was staring at the bloody scene with disbelief, though the ranger knew from experience that such a state of mind never lasted long.

      “Run! Find somewhere to hide and don't come out until they’ve left the city.” Asher waited for the young man to disappear down the opposite end of the alley before making his own escape. The ranger deliberately chose a path that would have them chase him away from the fleeing man.

      His senses were acute enough to allow easy navigation around the maze of streets, but the size of the Darkakin horde made it much harder to pick a path that wouldn't lead him into a battle he couldn't hope to win. More than once, he had no choice but to cross paths with a wandering Darkakin, a meeting that proved fatal for the other man. Thankfully, the new armour was cumbersome and very loud, slowing his pursuers down as well as giving away their position. Unfortunately, it also alerted those around them to a disturbance.

      With fewer alleys available, and a growing number of Darkakin on his tail, Asher decided to climb. Halfway up the building, he caught a scent that justified his decision, and so he called to the group of savages beneath him, baiting them. Their ascension was much slower but certainly faster than the men of Illian; it appeared these Darkakin were far more agile than their cousins.

      On the flat roof, the ranger made no attempt to draw his sword or run away, but instead, he dropped to one knee and enjoyed the sound of two bowstrings being pulled taut and then released. Asher’s senses picked up Nathaniel’s arrow as it flew overhead, so much so, that the ranger was sure he could reach out and grab it mid-flight, but Reyna’s arrow was beyond him in every way. Where Nathaniel’s brought down one, the princess’ cut through two. Four more arrows were fired in quick succession and the rooftop fell back into silence.

      “There are no more,” Asher said, aware of the mindless mob below them.

      “That’s a shame,” Nathaniel replied. “I’ve never killed Darkakin before. It’s rather satisfying.”

      “There’s plenty more fighting to come,” Asher assured him. “Why are you out here?”

      “We were forced to abandon the building,” Nathaniel explained. “The Darkakin found the horses…”

      Asher knew the animals were either to be mounts or food for the savages. He was suddenly grateful that Hector was still missing and not condemned to such a fate.

      Reyna’s green eyes looked up at the ranger. “You have found her?”

      Asher could feel the hope that still lived inside the princess. He could hear it in her voice and he wanted nothing more than for that hope to return and infect them all, as it always had. Faylen’s survival had softened the elf, but there was still a palpable discord between them. It was still a foreign feeling to want another person to like him and he didn't dwell on it for too long. The weight of Paldora’s gem bore down on him again, reminding him that his lack of control over the stone was the source of all their troubles….

      “Alidyr has her. It looks to be the home of Calmardra’s governor.” Asher turned to the east, where the building towered over those around it.

      “Filled with Darkakin no doubt,” Nathaniel commented.

      “No,” Asher removed the red cloth from his eyes and settled back into his ordinary senses, “I could only find a single Arakesh inside the entire house. I couldn't find Thallan, either. They must be securing the perimeter of the city.”

      “That’ll make getting out all the harder,” Nathaniel opined.

      “What are they doing to…” Reyna swallowed her words before she could finish the question.

      “Faylen’s alive,” Asher replied with a gentle hand on the princess’ arm. The ranger took it as progress that the elf didn't shrug him off.

      “So how do we get in?” Nathaniel asked, steering the topic away from Faylen’s state of captivity.

      Asher hugged the shadows of the roof and took in the chaotic horde below. “There’s no way to cross the street without the Darkakin seeing us; they’re everywhere. The only way in is underground, through the sewers. There’s access just north of here.”

      “I don't much fancy exploring the sewers of Calmardra,” Nathaniel said with resignation.

      “We won't be exploring, I know the way.”

      Nathaniel arched his brow. “You already know your way through the labyrinth of sewers?”

      Asher felt the usual restraint creep up on his response, the instinct to keep all of Nightfall’s secrets. “Not every lesson in Nightfall is physical. The layout of every palace, castle and governor’s house is in the library, as well as what lies beneath them. All had to be committed to memory before our first… mission.”

      Nathaniel rolled his eyes. “Of course it did…”

      “We’re wasting time,” Reyna announced.

      Asher simply bowed his head and led the way. It took longer to get there than the ranger would have liked, but avoiding the mob of Darkakin was essential. The covering to the sewers was exactly where it was supposed to be and the three descended into the dark. Unfortunately for Asher, his senses came alive and exaggerated the foul smell. The ranger only wished he wasn't so desensitised to the foul odours of the world. With a hand on each other's shoulder, the companions soon found themselves under the governor’s palatial house.

      “What about Alidyr?” Nathaniel asked, drawing his sword before the ascent.

      “Alidyr is sleeping in the room above Faylen,” Asher replied, his eyes shut tight. “The assassin is on the roof now.”

      “Still no sign of Thallan?” Nathaniel glanced down the darkened tunnels.

      “No.” Asher clenched his jaw, aware of the only outcome to their rescue. He turned to the princess in the dim light of the cover above them. “Your bow is the only thing an Arakesh cannot avoid. It’s also a weapon that can kill Alidyr. If he becomes aware of our presence I will stall him and give you the time you need to flee. Keep a hold of that bow. Even if you make it out of this house, Thallan is still out there. Oh… and don't forget to take the gem.” The ranger hefted the pouch to show them where they could find it in a hurry.

      “We’re not leaving anyone behind this time,” Nathaniel stated firmly.

      Asher was sure Reyna was about to argue, but the elf took a breath and locked eyes with the ranger. “We free Faylen... or we all die tonight.”

      Asher nodded his head, but he knew this was to be his last night on Verda’s soil. It would be impossible to free Faylen without alerting the Arakesh or Alidyr; their senses were too good. He would throw himself at an unbeatable enemy to ensure their survival.

      It struck the ranger on his way up the ladder that he was prepared to die for another. It went against everything he had been taught in Nightfall and jarred with those ancient instincts that had clearly been with him since his childhood in The Wild Moores. It felt good.

      The governor’s house was dark, just as the Arakesh liked it, but the firelight from outside found its way through the gaps and exposed the luxury of the interior. With Alidyr’s diamond-tipped short-sword leading the way, Asher crept through the house with practised ease. Reyna was equally quiet behind him, but Nathaniel’s leathers squeaked loudly in the ranger’s ears. It was only a matter of time.

      The smell of exotic incense and blood found Asher’s nose and he followed it into the room on the third floor. The sight of Faylen was both elating and heartbreaking. The elf was strung up by her wrists in the middle of the chamber, her clothes caked in mud and blood. Long, black hair shrouded her features with her head hanging as limply as her hands and feet.

      Asher quickly turned to Reyna and pressed a finger to his lips, anticipating her gasp. The princess stopped herself from making any sound and remained firmly in the doorway with one hand over her mouth. As one, the companions entered the room and made for Faylen, each checking the corners and shadows. There was too much light now for the Nightseye elixir to take effect, but the ranger knew the beating of their hearts would give them away.

      As if brought upon by that thought, the lone Arakesh he had detected earlier dropped down onto the open balcony, beyond the sunken bath. The assassin stood half-in-half-out of the shadows for a moment, a sentinel in their way.

      Asher sighed; there was nothing for it now. “Get her out.”

      His words stirred Faylen and the elf looked up from her stupor in confusion. From joy to horror, her expression gave away multiple emotions washing over her all at once.

      “No…” Faylen’s voice was hoarse. “You shouldn't be here.”

      Reyna cupped her mentor’s face in her hands and kissed the elf on the head. “We’re going to get you out of here.”

      “Get her out, now.” Asher moved around the shackled elf to stand between them and the approaching assassin. Nathaniel and Reyna wasted no more time and went to work on the binding around Faylen’s wrists.

      The Arakesh had already removed both of his short-swords from his back and fallen into an attacking stance. His movements were cautious, an unusual sight for an Arakesh.

      “You’ve heard of me then…” the ranger goaded, pulling free his silvyr short-sword.

      The assassin kept his mouth shut and allowed his actions to speak for him. Their swords collided with an ear-splitting clash that would wake even the dead. They had maybe seconds before Alidyr arrived.

      “Asher!” Nathaniel called. Faylen was draped between the knight and the princess.

      “Get out!” Asher replied between parrying. The ranger thrust a strong boot into the Arakesh and pushed him further away from the main doors.

      The song of battle was interrupted by an insidious laugh that echoed from the doorway behind them. Asher knew that laugh. The ranger halted his attack on the assassin and turned back to see Alidyr Yalathanil stepping into the light.
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      Tauren once again found himself awed by the view of the northern realms. For all of its splendor, the town of Barossh was not the focus of his attention, but that which lay beyond it. For the first time in his life, the White Owl looked upon the ocean. The Adean sprawled across the horizon, dominating the view and hypnotising the young man with its rhythmic tide. Even the air had a smell and a taste to it that was foreign to the southerner.

      A part of him felt as if he could fall in love with the ocean, but the roaring waves were just as deadly as they were mysterious. The moment he lost his footing, the water would claim him and never let go.

      “Fancy a dip?” Doran asked from astride his warhog.

      “I can't swim,” Tauren replied.

      “That makes two of us.” The dwarf scratched his chin through his thick, blond hair. “Swimming’s for elves!”

      Glaide came up on their side. “A dwarven comment if ever there was…”

      “There’s just so much of it,” Tauren said absently.

      Doran snorted. “Oceans tend to be that way, lad. Better to find a nice, comfy mountain, I say.”

      Glaide laughed. “What would you know of comfort, son of Dorain? You use boulders for pillows!”

      “Bah! Ye humans are too soft. Grarfath and Yamnomora made the world hard for a reason, ye know.”

      “Who are they?” Tauren asked, struggling to even repeat the names in his mind.

      “Who are they?” Doran echoed. “Ye don't know about the dwarven gods?”

      Tauren could only shrug. His education had been focused on various fighting styles and the art of pick-pocketing.

      “Your lessons will have to wait, Doran,” Glaide interjected, his dark eyes gazing into the west. “Hadavad returns from her scout.”

      Tauren looked out over the green plains, between them and Barossh, to see the mage riding on her white horse. The young southerner was still trying to get his head around the idea that the old, bearded man was now a woman, and an attractive one at that. It seemed that Glaide and Doran, however, had no trouble adjusting to the mage’s new form, and so Tauren did his best to take this new world of magic in his stride.

      Hadavad joined the head of the caravan, where General Kail and his soldiers trotted along the Selk Road. Tauren and the others rode up to hear the mage’s report from the north, where the land was hidden beyond Barossh.

      “They’re abandoning the town,” Hadavad announced. “A caravan, not unlike ours, is travelling north, toward Velia.”

      “Why would they abandon the town?” General Kail asked. “Do they think us invaders?”

      “I can't imagine they would,” Glaide replied. “We don't look much like a horde of Darkakin.”

      Tauren did his best not to stare at Hadavad and addressed the group. “They must have received word from Galosha by now. The people of Barossh must know we mean them no harm.”

      Hadavad adjusted the staff strapped to her back. “There is only one who can command an entire town to leave their homes...”

      Tauren caught on immediately. “You believe that King Rengar has ordered this?”

      Hadavad flashed her vibrant, blue eyes at Tauren. “The king of Velia has spies everywhere. The destruction of Karath and every town between The Arid Lands and Alborn will not escape his attention. It would be more surprising at this point if Rengar didn't know about an army of Darkakin.”

      “Aye, the mage’s right,” Doran agreed. “I bet the good folk of Galosha aren't that far behind us, either.”

      Glaide nodded his bald head. “King Rengar is pulling his people back to the capital. Perhaps there is hope for some resistance after all.”

      The caravan of thousands continued along the dusty road until the fine buildings of Barossh gathered around them. The town was strewn with random belongings that had been dropped by rushing families. Those that were still collecting their things quickly stopped what they were doing and ran north at the sight of Tauren and the others.

      A dozen Alborn guards, in red cloaks, appeared from the crowd of those still fleeing and presented the southerners with a line of pointed halberds.

      “Run!” the guard in the middle shouted at the townspeople. “Join the others! We will hold them off!”

      Those closest to the guards changed direction and ran down the main street, heading north. Tauren could see from the faces of the other guards that they didn't all agree with holding them off.

      Tauren decided to appear less threatening and hopped off his horse. “We are not here to fight!” he shouted in his best northern accent, careful to accentuate his words. Without a sound, Hadavad was by his side with her staff in hand.

      “Stay back Darkakin scum!” The guard thrust his halberd at the pair.

      “Darkakin?” Tauren was almost offended. “We are not Darkakin.”

      The lead guard took an extra moment to look upon those behind Tauren and Hadavad. Though Kail and his soldiers presented a fearsome wall of armour and horses, there was no missing the rags of previous slaves and the carts of goods and donkeys. The guards straightened up, abandoning their battle-stances.

      “You are very brave to stand before so many,” Hadavad said, “but we mean your people no harm.”

      “You are the refugees from The Arid Lands?” the guard asked with the tone of someone who still feared for their life.

      “We are like you,” Tauren replied. “People who have been forced to flee their homes.”

      “We received word from Galosha of your journey north. I’m afraid the people of Barossh cannot offer you any aid. King Rengar has ordered a retreat...” The guard hesitated. “Is it true then? The Darkakin have invaded?”

      “They have breached Syla’s Gate from lands unknown,” Tauren explained. He could still envision the wicked horde climbing over the rubble and debris of the massive gates, like angry ants rushing from a disturbed nest.

      “Alec!” one of the other guards hissed. “We should be leaving with the others, now!”

      The talker, Alec, considered his comrade’s words before turning back to Tauren. “My king gave no orders concerning your people. I cannot stop you from travelling through these lands, but I cannot say you will be welcome in Velia.”

      Tauren nodded his head solemnly. “When your king hears the drums, he will be happy to have every sword hand in the realm.”

      “Should you find yourselves at Velia’s gates, I will attest to the civility with which you journey across our lands. I pray to the gods that you will be welcomed as allies in these dark times.” With that, Alec and the town’s watch turned about and joined the organised chaos of fleeing their homes.

      Tauren looked about at the near-desolate Barossh. “General Kail. I would ask that your soldiers remain stationed along the main street and see our kin through to the other side. We don't want these people’s homes to be sacked in our passing.”

      “I don't see what difference it will make, Salimson.” Kail emphasised his new name with just enough inflection to suggest he didn't agree with it. “The Darkakin will surely burn it to the ground.”

      “Maybe so,” Tauren countered, “but let it be ruined by savages and not the people of The Arid Lands.”

      General Kail twisted his mouth, considering his reply, but deigned to nod his head and bark orders at his men. Doran and Glaide parted from the caravan and met Tauren and Hadavad by the side of the street.

      “That was very good of ye, laddy,” Doran said with a dour expression, “but couldn't ye have waited until we found a tavern? Not a drop of ale has passed my lips in days!”

      Glaide laughed deep in his throat. “Come, master dwarf. Our next stop is Velia, where there is no shortage of taverns…”

      The two rangers continued along the road, leaving Tauren and Hadavad, who decided to walk the streets with their horses’ reins in hand.

      “What do you think really awaits us in Velia?” Tauren asked.

      “For five centuries, I have seen the realm fall into skirmishes and bloody battles for territory, or even on the whims of a foolish king…” Hadavad sighed and the light left her face for a moment. “But I have never seen a war such as this. I’m afraid my wisdom can offer no insight.”

      Tauren glanced at the staff on the mage’s back. “At least we have magic on our side,” he said with a lighter tone.

      Hadavad smiled and Tauren found it hard not to imitate her. “You have a lot of optimism for someone who has lived under oppression their entire life.”

      Tauren laughed. “My brother used to say that winning breeds optimism. I guess I've won a lot,” he said with a cocky smile.

      Hadavad nodded along. “Your achievements will no doubt go down in history, young Salimson.”

      With a single word Tauren was reminded that the woman beside him was not his age, and that they had both come from very different backgrounds. Hadavad’s was a world of magic and mystery, his of blood and sweat.

      “I’m sorry,” Hadavad said, looking down at her own body. “I’m not usually around people when I transition from one vessel to the next. It’s good for me though, I need to stop talking like an old man.”

      Tauren shrugged. “Whether you’re young, old, man or woman, I’m just happy to have you on our side. I’ve lost too many owls already…”

      Hadavad put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “They gave their lives for a better world, just as each of my apprentices has. Never forget your place in the world, Tauren. There are always going to be those who need to survive to see the dreams of others come true, and carry it forward. It is a burden we both share…”

      Tauren wasn't quite sure he agreed with the mage’s insight. “I would gladly die alongside my countrymen if this war demanded it. If the foundation of a free Arid Lands had to be built atop my bones then so be it.”

      “I am not doubting the lengths you would go to or your honour,” Hadavad explained. “But always think; if you weren't here to see those foundations laid, who would you trust to do it?” The mage glanced at General Kail in the distance.

      The White Owl had no reply to that, though the question was sure to plague his mind for some time.
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      Soaring over the land at neck-breaking speed was becoming addictive. After so much time, Gideon had grown accustomed to Ilargo’s flying and even relaxed into it, allowing the realm of mortals below to explode around him in unimaginable brilliance. It brought such joy that the young Dragorn even forgot the woes of the world and his enormous task, for a time. They had taken flight at dawn and journeyed into the rising sun until the peak of the largest mountain in Verda broke the horizon.

      Mount Garganafan was easily the biggest thing Gideon had ever seen, with its bulk dominating the landscape and its snow-capped peak kissing the heavens. The mountain was surrounded by luscious green fields and forests of tall pine. They were well and truly in northern Ayda now… elf country.

      I would love to see it too! Ilargo exclaimed, sensing Gideon’s desire to fly further north and see Elandril, the city of elves.

      Perhaps one day we will, he replied hopefully.

      Adriel and Galandavax shot by them like a bolt from a ballista, heading straight for the base of the mountain.

      Follow us, Adriel bade.

      Ilargo tucked in his wings and Gideon clenched his whole body, ready for the plummet. Where once the mage would have dreaded such a drastic change in direction, the newly unleashed Dragorn howled with excitement. Just as Ilargo felt at home in the sky, so too did Gideon. He did his best to let the dragon in and strengthen the bond between them, so much so, that when the mage stretched out his fingers along Ilargo’s green scales, he could no longer tell where his fingertips ended and the scales began. Their bodies felt as one, filling Gideon with all the power and magic stored inside Ilargo.

      Both of the dragons spread their majestic wings and glided over the trees, banking to the left as the forest disappeared beneath them. Galandavax landed first and trotted at a horse’s gallop towards the wall of rock, at the base of the mountain. Ilargo glided a little further before arching back around and landing beside the ebony dragon.

      “The Dragon Wall…” Gideon uttered, his gaze fixed on the thirty-feet of flat wall engraved in elven glyphs.

      Both man and elf jumped down onto the rocky ground and approached the wall on foot. Rows of elven hieroglyphs lined the rock, forming beautiful patterns from end-to-end.

      “These were put on after we left,” Adriel explained. “I remember it as if it were yesterday. Great crowds came out to see the last of the dragons, hoping to glimpse the eggs before they were locked inside.”

      “Is that what you told them?” Gideon asked.

      “No.” Adriel sighed. “People believe what they want to believe. It was a dark time for elves. The dragon eggs were a symbol of hope, the hope that all that we once knew would return. In place of that new dawn, however, my people turned to the sword, to the way of war.”

      Adriel had always come across as being sure about his decisions and the decisions of the past, but his tone told of the weight upon the elf, a burden of guilt that had been allowed to resurface.

      “The old ways might yet return,” Gideon offered. When Adriel could provide no response, the young Dragorn changed the subject. “So how do we get inside the mountain?”

      I will open it. The words thundered in Gideon’s mind, leaving no doubt as to who had spoken.

      Galandavax’s voice was deep and resonated with unbelievable strength. The mage had wondered when he would begin to hear other dragons, as he had with Rainael. Growing in his bond with Ilargo appeared to be the key to unlocking his full potential as a Dragorn.

      They both stepped away and allowed the ebony dragon to stand before the engraved wall. Gideon was excited to see exactly how Galandavax would open the slab of rock, whether it be with fire or even the strength in his bones. The dragon did neither as expected, but instead, ducked his head low and breathed on the wall. The air was expelled from his great maw with enough force to knock even an elf off their feet, but his breath was not as ordinary as any creature of Verda. The air between Galnadvax’s mouth and the wall shimmered, fracturing like glass and stained with every colour. Observing any spectacle of magic filled Gideon with awe, but bearing witness to the never-ending wonders of dragons made the Dragorn realise that anything was possible.

      The elven markings were quickly scrubbed away and the thick rock blasted in every direction. Gideon instinctively lifted his hand and commanded a magical shield to form in front of him. Stones and broken rock ricocheted off the shield, flaring with brilliant blues and pure white. It took the mage an extra second to see that he had erected a shield without his wand or staff. It was liberating to use magic without any aid as if he were an elf.

      The Dragon Wall had begun to crack and become concave under the enormous pressure. Gideon turned to ask Adriel what exactly he was observing, but the ancient elf was no longer by his side, having returned to the plains behind them.

      This will take some time, Ilargo said. The green dragon subtly gestured to the elf.

      “Adriel!” the mage called, jogging to catch him up. “Where are you going?”

      “Where are we going?” Adriel corrected. “It will take some time for Galandavax to break through; we must use every moment we have to further your training.”

      “What is Galandavax doing?” Gideon asked.

      “Undoing the very spell he cast upon the rock. It was Galandavax who sealed the mountain, so he will get through it quicker than any other, still, it was an effective spell, designed to keep the most powerful of casters from gaining entry.” Adriel stopped on the grass and gestured for Gideon to stand beside him. “Form one,” he instructed.

      Gideon did as he was told and fell into form one of the Mag’dereth. His movements had become more fluid and precise, though he still struggled to get his breathing under control as quickly as Adriel. The two fell into the rhythm of the technique, swinging their arms and legs around in slow, but powerful patterns. Ilargo’s eyes were on him, he could tell, but he could also feel the dragon’s energy flowing through him.

      It was this connection which offered Gideon a warning before Adriel attacked him with his dagger. The Dragorn could sense the danger that Ilargo could see and he moved accordingly, as if watching himself from afar, through the dragon’s eyes. When the mage came up from his roll, Adriel was advancing on him with his curved dagger. Old instincts, however, proved to get the better of the young Dragorn, who swiftly pointed Abigail’s wand at the elf. The spell rebounded off of Adriel’s shield and Gideon realised that magic was not what the elf was testing.

      Two kicks and an elbow came at Gideon with deadly accuracy, and despite his ability to block all three attacks, Adriel’s dagger still managed to swipe the leather jacket across his ribs. The danger posed by the dagger put the young Dragorn on a bad footing and the elf took advantage with a push-kick to the chest.

      Adriel’s words could just be heard over the sound of Gideon’s body rolling across the ground. “The most powerful weapon in the world is resting on your hip. Use it!”

      The elf came at him again and again, except this time Gideon evaded and moved to give himself enough space to retrieve Mournblade. The scimitar made a satisfying sound when pulled from its scabbard and its gleaming steel shone brightly under the sun. A sense of calm overcame the young Dragorn, a quiet confidence. Adriel dashed forward with all the speed of an elf and lunged at Gideon with his dagger.

      “No, don't!” the mage warned, suddenly remembering what happened to the Darkakin who attacked him in Malaysai.

      Adriel ignored his warning and lashed out with forms three and four of the Mag’dereth. Mournblade took over. The scimitar and Gideon became one, an extension of the other in the oldest of dances. The young Dragorn succumbed to the blade’s demands and moved with it, twirling this way and that. His hands and fingers moved in ways he didn't think they could, manipulating the blade with more finesse than any man could hope to achieve. Adriel’s dagger was helpless to find a way past his defences and even his fists and feet were blocked and countered by Gideon.

      When the mage had had enough, Mournblade adapted to his wishes and found a way to end the fight. A quick tap on the elf’s head, with the base of the scimitar’s hilt, and a swift open-palm to the chest put Adriel on his back. A final flourish with the tip of the blade had the elf’s dagger flying out of his hand and into the field.

      “That was foolish,” Gideon said through laboured breath. “I could have killed you!”

      Adriel rose from the ground with all the grace he could muster. “Did you want to kill me?” he asked.

      “Of course not, but…”

      Adriel spoke over the young Dragorn. “Then you could not have taken my life, at least not with Mournblade in hand.”

      “I don't understand,” Gideon replied. “I barely feel in control of it. It knows only death.”

      The elf smiled knowingly. “It knows only control. A Vi’tari blade serves its master, not the other way around. Had you wanted to kill me it would have seen me to my end.”

      Gideon looked at the glyphs running down the length of the blade. “I’m still not accustomed to using it. It just wants to kill…”

      “It doesn't want anything, Gideon. A Vi’tari is a tool, a powerful one, but a tool all the same. You must learn to wield it or it will wield you.”

      “That sounds ominous,” Gideon said.

      “You are a Dragorn, yes, but you are still a man and as such your stamina has its boundaries. Mournblade was wielded by Elandril for centuries, it will take some time to adjust to you. Should you use it for too long, the blade will no doubt exhaust you.”

      Gideon drove the scimitar into the ground and sat on the nearest boulder. “It feels odd to possess a blade which belonged to another, but to know that it belonged to Elandril… I feel unworthy of it. How can I compare with his deeds?”

      Adriel retrieved his dagger and sheathed it on his belt. “Elandril was not born the leader he became, nor the hero he is called to this day. He wielded Mournblade for years before either garnered any fame.”

      Gideon admired the magnificent hilt, glittering in the sun. “You told me Elandril was killed by an… an orc?”

      Adriel took in a deep breath, centering himself. “Show me form two and I will tell you of your predecessor.”

      “Predecessor?” Gideon echoed.

      “Elandril was the first of a new generation to become a Dragorn. Now you are the first of yours…”

      “That sounds like a lot of responsibility to me.” The mage could feel his stomach churning with the implications.

      “Don't worry, you have Ilargo to help you shoulder it.”

      The two Dragorn fell back into the rhythm of the Mag’dereth, side by side. Gideon was waiting for Adriel to tell him of Elandril and the orc, but the elf remained as quiet as a stone.

      “You were going to tell…”

      “Patience, Gideon. Use your bond with Ilargo to connect with the world around you. Feel the breeze blowing through the blades of grass, the moisture on the rocks. Can you hear the trees? They’re singing.”

      Gideon closed his eyes and submerged further into the ever-constant presence of Ilargo. The two melded into one and the land of Ayda came to life around him. All of the dragon’s senses were now his own, including the magical aura that clung to Ilargo like a second set of scales. Nature itself became a living entity that breathed and moved just as he did.

      Through the dragons, Adriel’s thoughts merged with Gideon’s. It felt intrusive at first and left the mage feeling vulnerable, but Ilargo poured his soothing emotions into the bond and put him at ease. That was when everything changed. The beautiful vista that surrounded them began to decay, as the fields turned yellow and then brown . The trees withered in rapid succession, reduced to nothing but dead stumps. Smoke rose on the horizon and fire consumed the forests until the light of the sun was forever concealed. Gideon felt as if eyes were on him, predators hiding in the shadows…

      Before this new, wretched world could claim him, the vibrant hum of nature returned and the young Dragorn opened his eyes to all the colour of the land. He knew immediately that what he had seen was Adriel’s doing.

      “What was that?” he asked, disturbed by the elf’s mental abilities.

      “That is the world Elandril saved us from. Orcs would ruin Verda’s surface, strip it for resources and leave it a barren wasteland. They are death.”

      “But what are they?” the mage asked.

      “They were a magnitude of evil you cannot know,” Adriel explained as he merged into form three of the Mag’dereth. “They were beings of rage with a hunger for dominance. Thanks to the Dragorn their stain was wiped from the world before mankind left The Wild Moores. No one knows where orcs came from. They were first discovered by the dwarves in the mines of Vengora. Their battles quickly spread across the land and into the realm of my kin. It was the only time in history that dwarf and elf have been united under one banner, an alliance forged by Elandril.”

      “How did he defeat them?” Gideon asked.

      “Not on his own, and not by any one deed.” Adriel was already flowing into form five. “The war raged for years before they were driven into The Undying Mountains. Orcs despise the light. That fact made them predictable to some extent. They could only travel through the Neverdark at night or be forced to navigate Illian by it’s underground.”

      “Neverdark?” Gideon missed a movement in form four and hoped it went unnoticed by the elf.

      “It was the name given to the surface-world by the orcs.” Adriel glanced up at the sky, where the sun blanketed them in warm rays. “When the armies of Illian trapped them in the south, Elandril and his dragon, Nylla, collapsed the mountain on top of them. The filthy beasts would have been forced to eat each other to survive.”

      “How did Elandril die then?”

      Adriel stopped performing the Mag’dereth. “Despite their monstrous appearance, orcs are just as intelligent as us, perhaps more so. They despise magic almost as much as the light, but in shunning magic they became extraordinarily proficient in alchemy, engineering, machines of war…” The elf sighed before continuing. “The king of their kind could not best Elandril in combat, but they knew that killing a dragon killed their Dragorn. In the same moment Mournblade pierced the orc king’s heart, a hidden ballista fired a silvyr tipped bolt into Nylla’s heart.”

      The sound of a small avalanche carried across the field from the base of the mountain. A plume of dust had risen into the air and half of Galandavax was completely inside the new cave.

      There is an entrance fit for the two of you, the ebony dragon said.

      Adriel turned to Gideon before they made their way over. “Let Elandril’s death be a lesson in itself. The life of a Dragorn is treacherous and filled with great peril. You will be expected to be the first line of defence against any and all evil that threatens the realm. When you make enemies, so to does Ilargo. Protect each other and you will see those enemies pushed back.” Adriel clapped him on the back. “But whether you like it or not, the burden of destiny is upon you, Gideon Thorn…”
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      Valanis could feel it in the air. He could taste it on his lips it was so strong. The fine hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and his fingers vibrated with the great change happening all around him. The magical realm, which overlapped their own, was coming alive in a way he hadn't felt since…

      “It cannot be,” he whispered to himself.

      Standing on the balcony at Kaliban, Valanis could sense the presence of dragons a world away. The wind blew so hard that he could hear nothing but his hood flapping against his iron mask, and the chill was such that any being detached from magic would freeze to death, but the elf’s senses could never be blinded to the difference dragons made in the world.

      It was too much of a coincidence.

      The gods would never have seen to the emergence of dragons again, not after the wars they fought at the dawn of the world. This must be his enemies working against him, but the herald of the gods failed to see how this could have happened. For forty years he had planned the fall of both Illian and Ayda, taking great care to ensure that dragons had no part to play. Malliath the voiceless had been taken out of the game by his spies on the elven team who infiltrated Korkanath. The rest of his kind were…

      A thought passed through Valanis’ mind and had him thinking about Mount Garganafan, in the east. Had the elves opened the mountain and released the dragon eggs? It mattered little if they had; baby dragons posed no threat to his plans. It was impossible, he decided. The elves were crossing The Adean and only days away from attacking Velia, as Valanis was with the savage Darkakin.

      You have enemies you cannot see…

      Paldora’s sweet voice whispered in his ear. How great it was to hear the words of a god again! Valanis could always hear them so well in the halls of Kaliban. It was one of the reasons he hesitated leaving the old fortress, but a herald of the gods was no good standing still.

      They have revealed themselves at last… Naius, the god of magic joined them.

      Lord Krayt, the god of war, filled Valanis’ mind and body, gripping his heart until the elf’s pulse was beating in his ears. We must be set free to finish the war! The wretched beasts must be dealt with!

      Valanis was holding onto the broken rail now in an attempt to gain control of his heartbeat. The urge to jump off the edge and wreak chaos across the land was overwhelming. The elf called on the shard of Paldora’s gem to centre himself, but this awakening had the gods in a flurry.

      As quickly as the pantheon consumed his thoughts, they were silent again. The terrifying presence of Atilan settled over the ancient elf, as the king of the gods made himself known.

      The Veil will reveal itself soon. It will be brought to you by the immortal man. If you do not have Paldora’s gem by then, you will fail to prevent The Veil’s destruction.

      Valanis couldn't say he understood every word the king of the gods spoke to him, but he accepted it as truth. When the elf opened his eyes again he was no longer standing on the balcony. While under the influence of the gods he had been directed to another room inside of Kaliban, the armoury. The dusty chamber wasn't a place he frequented often, finding little use for the weapons therein. In some ways he found it strange that the gods would ever require such tools as a sword, but he couldn't say what entertained them during their days as physical beings. Perhaps killing a dragon with a blade was simply more entertaining than using magic.

      Valanis felt his focus being physically moved by the gods, an intoxicating feeling. The elf drew back his hood and removed the mask to look up at a wall of very long spears draped in cobwebs.

      Krayt, the god of war, spoke softly into his ear, Silvyr…

      Valanis reached out and wiped the cobwebs away, revealing the pointed tips of the silvyr spears. He soon realised they were not spears at all, but giant bolts designed to be fired from ballista. The tips were as long as his arm and decorated with runes, engraved on the metal to increase their proficiency. These were dragon killers...

      His connection with the gods evaporated when the diviner on his belt released a light hum. The sudden disconnection irritated the elf and he removed the small orb with a curse on his lips. The ethereal world gave way to the shadowy form of Thallan.

      “Master…” Thallan’s features blew in the wind of the other world, distorting his pale face.

      “If I find your next words of little importance, you will suffer.”

      Thallan hesitated before speaking again. “It’s Alidyr, Master. He has failed you again…”
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      Locating his servants wasn't hard after sharing a portion of his power with them. Valanis had only to reach out and he could see in his mind where any of the Hand might be. Samandriel Zathya was already marching south with the armies of King Merkaris Tion, ready to lay siege to Velia. Thallan and Alidyr were in the south still, on the border of The Arid Lands and Alborn. With a wave of the hand, Valanis opened a portal and stepped into Calmardra.

      Thallan saw him first and immediately bowed on one knee, but Alidyr slowly turned around to face his master. The elf’s face dropped, telling his understanding of the situation. The head of the Hand finally took the knee and kept his eyes on the floor, though the venom he shot at Thallan didn't go unseen.

      They were in what the humans would call an opulent room, however, much of its grand design was hidden behind the splatter of blood and the dead bodies of eight Arakesh. Beyond the room, Valanis could hear the Darkakin hordes, desperate to move on and destroy the next city.

      Valanis circled the two elves as if he were one of the Mer-folk circling its prey. The iron mask concealed his glowing visage, but it added a menacing tone to his voice that was sure to put his servants on edge.

      “The gem was in this very room,” he hissed. “With an army outside and the legendary Arakesh under your command, a human escaped your grasp. He came in here with but a few allies and took your prisoner, stripped you of your loyal assassins and walked out.” Valanis came to stand in front of Alidyr and sighed. “You showed such promise. I gave you everything. I blame myself for your failures. My time in the Amber Spell left you to grow weak.”

      “Master…” Alidyr looked up at Valanis. “I live to serve you.”

      “And so you have,” Valanis cupped the elf’s strong jaw like a loving father. “But your sin is not failing to serve me, but serving only to fail me.” The herald of the gods brought up his other hand with a destructive spell taking shape in his palm. The magic glowed hot-white and swirled around, until the spell was powerful enough reduce Alidyr to dust.

      With a steely gaze, Alidyr met his master’s purple eyes and said, “I have power over the ranger’s ally.” The elf said it with such confidence that Valanis closed his fist and ended the spell.

      “Explain as if your life depended on it…”

      Alidyr cleared his throat. “I have mastered the spells left to us by Atarae.”

      Valanis scrutinised every inch of Alidyr’s expression, searching for any trace of a lie. The head of the Hand was deadly with his tongue and had won many victories without ever lifting a blade.

      “The Goddess of destiny…” Valanis had absorbed every piece of text and manuscript left by the gods before their ascension. Atarae had only left one spell of any interest to the herald and his cause, though it had been over a thousand years since he had used it. “Rise,” he commanded.

      Both of the elves stood up, a contrast side-by-side with Alidyr in white robes and flowing black hair and Thallan atired in the usual black and gold armour, his pale scalp and tattoos exposed.

      Valanis spoke evenly. “Until you return to me with the gem, Alidyr, you are exiled from the Hand. Should the spells of the Goddess fail you, your fate will join that of Illian’s.” The herald turned from the elf’s face of shock and looked at Thallan. “Take the army north and don't stop until you reach Velia. Should you come across your brother on the march and he is not in possession of Paldora’s gem… remove his head.”

      Thallan couldn't hide his smile. “As you wish, Master.”

      Alidyr’s lips parted but no words escaped his mouth. Valanis hated to see it, but the elf had reached the lowest of the low in his expectations and deserved no better. Mastering the spells of Atarae, however, was a worthy test of his power and offered him his only chance at redemption.

      All thought was cast from Valanis’ mind when the magic of Naius overcame him. The herald dropped to his knees in blinding agony and clenched his fists so hard he was afraid he might shatter the ring holding a slither of Paldora’s gem. When he opened his eyes again, Thallan was crouched over him with grave concern etched across his face. Alidyr rushed over to help, but Thallan raised his hand and forcefully pushed the elf away.

      “Do not touch my master!” he shouted.

      To Valanis, the words sounded distant and the light from outside was blinding. He could feel exhaustion setting in as his muscles trembled after the fit. It had been a while since the power of Naius had him on his knees, but it always served to remind Valanis that he wasn't invincible… not yet.

      Rest, the gods purred in his ears. The battle is yet to come.

      “I must return to the pools,” Valanis said. “I must be ready for the attack on Velia.” The herald locked eyes with Alidyr. “I must have the gem by then... or all is lost.”
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      As with every situation in which the ranger faced death, Asher’s mind found a state of calm that allowed him to assess his surroundings without panicking. The leather of his fingerless gloves stretched over his knuckles as he squeezed the hilts of his blades. Alidyr stalked into the room, followed by Thailand and over a dozen Arakesh. They were surrounded.

      “To think of the lengths I was willing to go to…” Alidyr flashed his perfect teeth between his wicked grin. “And here you are coming to me! If you had any sense you would be across the border into Alborn by now.”

      The four companions naturally came back together in the middle of the room. This wasn’t a fight they could win, but with Faylen’s tortured form hanging between them, death was certain.

      “The gem, Ranger…” Alidyr held out his hand expectantly.

      Asher hefted the two blades in his hands, weighing up his current strength and stamina. Could he create such a mess as to give his companions time to escape? He had faced more Arakesh than stood before him now, but Thallan and Alidyr were variables he couldn't calculate.

      The tense silence was broken by a man clearing his throat, beyond the mass of dark-armoured assassins. Startled by this new appearance, the Arakesh turned about to face the potential threat who had somehow crept up on all of them. It was only after every assassin dropped to one knee that the companions could see Nasta Nal-Aket. The old man was standing in front of the balcony with his hand resting casually on Reaver’s hilt.

      “You?” Alidyr’s face crumpled into displeasure.

      “You may call me Father, Alidyr.” Nasta’s lidless eye sockets settled on the elf.

      Alidyr looked around at the assassins bending the knee. “What are you doing? I am the Father of Nightfall! You bow only to me!”

      “You challenged me, yes,” Nasta slowly walked into the room, “but as they can now see, you did not kill me.”

      “Then I will kill you now and be done with it,” Alidyr spat.

      “You know the rules of Nightfall better than most, elf. You faced me and failed to strike true. There can be no second challenge.”

      Thallan snorted and reached for his emerald blade. “Enough of this.”

      Every Arakesh jumped up and turned on the general with their swords pointed at his throat. At that same moment, more assassins poured into the room from the open balcony and nocked arrows. Asher could see the odds tipping in their favour, but he couldn't quite believe it. What he could believe, however, was that Nasta Nal-Aket had used them to draw all of his Arakesh to one place, where he could take back control.

      Alidyr placed a calming hand on Thallan’s chest. “What now, Nasta? You have this one chance to take yours and leave, or Thallan and I will simply lay waste to your order and move on. You know there aren't enough of you.”

      “Unlike you, Alidyr, I do not underestimate my enemy.” Natsa tilted his head towards Reyna, who retrieved her bow and nocked an arrow in the blink of an eye. “Could you really fight us all and avoid an arrow from that bow?”

      Alidyr was a master at hiding his true feelings, but Asher could see the truth of their situation dawn on the elf’s face. The general sighed and dropped his hand onto Thallan’s, preventing him from drawing his magnificent scimitar.

      Nasta bowed his head and turned to the Arakesh beside him. “Find Asher and his companions some horses and escort them to the northern gates.” The old assassin looked back at the ranger. “You assisted me in the pit. Consider my debt settled.”

      Alidyr stepped forward. “The moment they leave, Nasta, I will see to your end.”

      The Father smiled. “I think not, Alidyr. We will leave you to your war. Illian has its heroes and I am content not to be among them.”

      “When this war is over,” Alidyr threatened, “I will bring an army to Nightfall and route you out myself.”

      “And we will be ready for you…” Nasta countered. “You should be leaving, Ranger.”

      Asher didn't need prompting twice. With half a dozen Arakesh between him and the generals, the ranger met Alidyr’s eyes. He conveyed a silent message that told of their inevitable collision. They would meet again, and soon.

      The path to the northern gates had been cleared and, after several minutes of scurrying through alleys and abandoned streets, the companions were presented with two horses. By the time Asher had mounted his horse and Faylen had been lifted up to him, the accompanying assassins had melted back into the shadows. Before they set off into the night, they were again surprised by the sight of Nasta Nal-Aket. The Father stepped over the two dead Darkakin, lying in the entrance to the city, and walked over to Asher’s horse.

      “You don't have long,” Nasta warned. “They killed eight before we could get out of the room. They will be coming for you.”

      “You could still be of use in this war,” Nathaniel said, though Asher could tell he hated saying it.

      “The Arakesh were never meant for war, Mr. Galfrey. We will remain in the shadows.” Nasta looked up at Asher under the pale glow of the moon. “You and I will never cross paths again, I feel. I wish you luck in this life you have… found yourself in. Should you ever see sense, you know where to find me.”

      He was torn between cursing the old man and thanking him. In the end, the most amicable thing he could do was turn his horse to the north and set off at a gallop. Asher might never see his old mentor again, but Nasta’s teachings would echo through the halls of his life until death finally claimed the ranger. The irony wasn't lost on him, however, that death’s claim had been forever out of reach because of Nasta’s teachings…
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      Nathaniel felt at ease in the tight embrace of The Willows. They had strayed from The Selk Road, which cut through the forest, and headed east, towards The Shining Coast. Still, the salty air was far from reaching them amid the thick wood. The knight had always preferred to take refuge in the shelter of a forest over camping under the stars in some field; it was a lesson he had learned early on in his career as a Graycoat. In a field, one could be set upon from all sides without a word of warning, but sneaking up on someone with twigs and fallen branches underfoot was far more difficult.

      Unless you’ve been trained in Nightfall, Nathaniel thought.

      Proving his point, Asher appeared behind him having made no sound at all on his approach.

      “I’ve already checked the perimeter,” the ranger said. “We are alone.”

      “It was too easy,” Nathaniel replied, “and it doesn’t feel right. My gut tells me the Arakesh are about to ambush us. We’ve spent too long fighting them to feel anything else.”

      Asher glanced back at the elves, who were just visible between the trees. “Normally I would agree, but Nasta Nal-Aket is done with this war. The Arakesh will hide away until it all blows over.”

      “Are you done with him?” Nathaniel asked pointedly.

      “I’m likely to kill him if we ever meet again…”

      Nathaniel was surprised to look upon Asher’s face and see something other than the ranger’s usual expressionless features. The Graycoat could see now the pain that meeting Nasta again had inflicted on him. The ranger was torn when it came to the Father of Nightfall and the man who had taken him in as a small boy. Nathaniel wasn't sure Asher had it in him to kill Nasta if it ever came to it.

      Nathaniel’s scrutiny was too obvious and Asher straightened his shoulders and resumed his stoic expression.

      “Careful, Ranger, you might just prove to be human after all.” Nathaniel waited for the smile to reach Asher’s face before joining him in the moment.

      “Indeed, perhaps I should abandon you all and return to my life of brooding?” The ranger’s reply had them both stifling their laughs.

      “He makes fun of himself too now?” Nathaniel quipped. “I barely recognise you.”

      Asher nodded along with a smile on his face. A glance back at the elves, however, betrayed his thoughts.

      “You feel it too, don't you?” Nathaniel pushed. “Elves… They have a strange effect on us. The more time I spend around them the more I feel myself, my real self, not just a knight but something more. I don't think we were meant to live with an ocean between us.”

      “There seems to be something between the two of you at the moment,” Asher commented casually.

      Nathaniel drew on his years as a Graycoat to stop himself from floundering with his reply. “I suppose there is.”

      Asher turned to leave what was quickly becoming an awkward conversation. “If you don’t want to talk about it…”

      “No, no,” Nathaniel held out his hand before leaning against a tree. “It’s just not something that can be fixed through talk, or anything for that matter.”

      Asher narrowed his eyes before replying, “You haven't even got a wrinkle to your face yet and the two of you are thinking about immortality?”

      “Or lack thereof on my behalf,” Nathaniel added with a sombre tone.

      The ranger quietly laughed to himself. “I don't think love cares whether you’ll both live forever or not.”

      Nathaniel quite agreed, but he could also see it from Reyna’s point of view. Who would want to be so vulnerable knowing that it could only lead to heartbreak? He didn't want that for the princess.

      “At least she’s talking to you again,” Nathaniel offered, happy to shift the conversation away from him.

      Asher nodded his head with a look of contemplation. After another moment it seemed the ranger wouldn't be offering any more words. There was only so much personality that could be teased out of him. Instead, the two men turned back and headed into the clearing where Reyna had set up a makeshift camp for Faylen. It wasn't much by any stretch of the imagination, but Nasta Nal-Aket had seen to it that their horses were carrying supplies.

      The sun was on its way down, casting long shadows across the ground, and a cool chill had set in. In all the chaos of their lives, Nathaniel hadn't taken much notice of the seasons, but winter was almost upon them now. It was times like this that he really missed his leather-hide coat.

      Faylen was lying down on a pile of blankets beside a collection of hot rocks, each glowing a bright orange. It had been an idea of Asher’s to keep warm without the smoke of a fire giving them away, and Reyna’s gift with magic saw it easily done. The princess was sitting beside Faylen, on the moss-covered ground, wiping the dirt from her mentor’s skin with a wet cloth. Nathaniel stopped himself from saying anything about using the waterskins for such a thing since he knew that to an elf, cleanliness was just as important as drinking.

      Reyna put a slender finger to her lips when the knight stepped on a twig. “She’s resting.”

      “I have rested enough,” Faylen said suddenly, her eyes fluttering open.

      Reyna became very animated, treating Faylen as if the elf was made of glass. The princess helped her to sit up and offered a mouthful of water before draping a blanket over her shoulders.

      “You have been through a lot, you should rest,” Reyna argued. “We can stay here tonight.”

      Nathaniel caught the questioning look Faylen gave Asher and the responding nod of the head. The ranger’s opinion on their safety had become gospel to the elf; something the Graycoat thought he would never see. After Asher’s seal of approval on their camp, Faylen visibly relaxed and pulled Reyna into a tight embrace. It brought a smile to Nathaniel’s face to see them reunited, mother and daughter as it were.

      Reyna had tears in her eyes when the elves finally let go of each other. “I didn't think I would ever see you again,” the princess said.

      With tears of her own, Faylen gripped Reyna’s face and kissed her on the head. “I knew I would see you again. It kept me going…”

      Nathaniel sat down beside the elves and squeezed Faylen’s hand. “We were hopeless without you.” The Graycoat expected a stiff reply from Faylen, but instead, she squeezed his hand in return and offered a warm smile.

      “You have kept each other safe,” she replied. “That’s all that matters.”

      “How did you survive down there?” Asher asked from the other side of the heated rocks.

      “Alidyr…” Faylen replied with a distant look. “He kept the cavern from crushing us. I was about to kill him and see to the end of us both, but he offered another path, one I hoped would see me returned to your side.” The elf gazed intently at Reyna. “Together we fought our way out and back into Nightfall, but not before he gave me some useful information.” Faylen stopped talking to place a hand on her left shoulder. It was clear to see she was in pain.

      “The wretch will suffer for the horrors he inflicted on you,” Reyna said with venom.

      Faylen offered the princess a calming smile. “Listening to his words is worse than any torture he can inflict, I assure you.”

      “What did he do to you?” Asher asked, his knuckles white from gripping the hilt of his sword.

      “It’s what he told me that should concern you,” Faylen corrected. “King Merkaris Tion has allied with Valanis. As we speak he marches the armies of the north on Velia.”

      Nathaniel could see the calamity in his mind. The north and the south would come down on Velia and the free people of Illian as a hammer on anvil… and then the elves would arrive from the east and set the world alight. Their efforts suddenly seemed so small in the grand scheme of what was to come.

      “King Rengar must be warned,” the Graycoat announced. “The armies of Velia cannot fend off the Darkakin and the North. Lirian and Grey Stone must offer aid, even the island of Dragorn has soldiers that could help turn the tide.”

      Asher shook his head. “Lirian’s army is too small to make any difference and Gray Stone will never come to Velia’s aid; too much bad blood between King Gregorn and Rengar. Dragorn can only offer thugs, there are no soldiers to speak of.”

      Reyna sighed. “We are on our own…”

      “We still have the most powerful weapon on the board,” Faylen said, her sharp eyes on the pouch hanging from Asher’s belt.

      A thick tension overcame the group. Nathaniel could see the shame creeping over Asher’s face but he had no comforting words to put him right. Nasta had said it quite succinctly; the gem wasn't meant to be wielded by any man.

      “I cannot use it,” the ranger stated flatly.

      “We will find a way…” the elf replied.

      Nathaniel could see that all hope was quickly leaving them. “We should focus on our next move,” he said. “I say we head north-east, as the crow flies. Forget Galosha and make for Barrosh where we can resupply before reaching Velia.”

      Asher nodded in agreement. “And leave The Selk Road behind? We’ll make a ranger of you yet, Graycoat.”

      The companions settled around the heated rocks and enjoyed being in each others company. They told again and again of their disbelief at being reunited against all the odds. There weren't many pleasant tales to tell of their separate journeys, but they entertained themselves with musings of what Doran son of Dorain would be doing at that very moment. Nathaniel was happy to hear Asher regale them with tales of his past jobs alongside the other rangers.

      More than once he caught the princess staring at him from across the makeshift fire. The knight couldn't read her expression, but the ranger’s words echoed in his mind, tormenting him. What did it matter of the years they had left? Love was a new concept in Nathaniel’s life and he couldn't call himself an expert, but surely love was a spark, a flame, an explosion of energy that couldn't be ignored?

      The gravity of their situation reminded Nathaniel that his musings about love were out of place. Every day could be their last in the current climate and that was just with the Darkakin on their heels. Soon they would be in the middle of a battle with enemies on three sides. Such dark thoughts kept sleep at bay, though just before he could doze off the ranger caught his attention.

      Nathaniel sat up to see Asher close to the burning rocks with his green cloak gathered about him. He held one hand over the rocks and with the other, he held Paldora’s gem, its crystal, black surface glistening in the orange light. The elves were sleeping side-by-side, draped in blankets, and unaware of the ranger’s actions. Nathaniel stayed very still, aware of the ranger’s senses, and watched.

      The strain on the ranger’s face was easily seen, even in the dim glow. His free hand moved with a fine tremor and his grip on the gem looked to be draining the blood from his fist. A large vein became prominent down his forehead and his jaw clenched tight. There was the faintest of flickers from the glowing stones but nothing… magical.

      Eventually, Asher sat back and took a deep breath before the inevitable sigh. Nathaniel wondered how many times the ranger had attempted to use the gem when they weren't looking. It was certainly worrying that the only weapon they had against Valanis couldn't be used, but the Graycoat worried more that Asher would indeed use it until it caused his own demise.

      “It’s no use,” Asher whispered, glancing at Nathaniel. “I can’t even perform simple spells.”

      It was little surprise that his observations hadn't gone unnoticed, so Nathaniel left his roll and came to sit beside his unlikely friend. The fresh burn on Asher’s palm, from where he had been holding the gem, was alarming, but the ranger quickly clenched his fist and hid it beneath his cloak.

      “Can you not cut off a shard, as you did before?” Nathaniel asked. “Make a new ring?”

      “It took me a long time to forge the original,” Asher replied quietly. “The gem doesn't cut easily. Besides, the advantage here is that we have the larger piece.”

      Nathaniel was tempted to reach out and grasp the gem, but he knew better. Having heard of the effects it had on someone as adept at magic as Faylen, the Graycoat could only imagine what it would do to him. “It is a cruel twist of fate that only you can wield it. Almost makes you feel as if the gods are against us.”

      “Faylen believes that a thousand years in the Amber Spell has bound it to me.” Asher finally put the gem back in the pouch on his belt, out of sight. “Perhaps, with time, an elf could learn to wield it.”

      Nathaniel held his hands over the hot stones to warm up his fingers. “I think time is something Valanis has already taken from us.” The Graycoat could see the torment on Asher’s face. “Then again, I am sat here talking to a man who was born over a thousand years ago. Not to mention all the things I’ve seen you do since we met. I’d say Valanis is doomed should he ever meet you.”

      Asher laughed silently to himself. “And I’d say Doran’s homemade brew has damaged your mind.”

      Nathaniel made a sour face. “That stuff was disgusting! I’m surprised dwarves can taste anything.”

      The two men kept their laughs to a low rumble to save disturbing the elves.

      “Get some rest,” Asher gestured to Nathaniel’s roll. “I don't want to stop riding tomorrow until we reach Barrosh.”

      “Sleep is hard to come by in these dark days,” Nathaniel replied. “Tell me a tale, ranger of the wilds. I would hear of how you met the son of Dorain. Jonus Glaide said it was quite the story.”

      Asher replied with a mischievous smile, “That bloody dwarf sold me to the barbarians of the Iron Valley… as the tribe’s new cook.”
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      Doran hadn't stopped laughing since his tale began. The dwarf had offered the story at first light, with the red dawn reminding him of the first time he had met Asher, the ranger. Tauren had been half asleep on his horse when the first words left the ranger’s mouth, but Doran was quite the story-teller and knew just the right pitch and pace to draw his audience in. He was also very, very loud.

      Tauren had perked up about the time the dwarf mentioned the barbarians in the far north. The Iron Valley was new to the southerner, but he had certainly heard of the large men from the world of ice. If they were all as large and violent as Bale son of Hyil, then he was happy to never visit such a place. The sting of guilt struck him when he thought of that particular barbarian, who had died in The Arid Lands fighting for Tauren’s people. He offered up a prayer of forgiveness to Atilan, king of the gods, and a safe voyage to the afterlife for Bale.

      “... So then,” Doran continued, “after I’ve got him steaming drunk on my own special brew, the ranger passes out, and I mean flat out! No potions or training is gettin’ him out of this one. But like I said, we were both hunting the daddy of all Gobbers, big beastie it was, and the governor of Dunwich was only going to reward one of us. Stupid ranger said we could half it and work together!” The dwarf erupted in laughter again. “I agreed, but in truth, I was always plannin’ on stiffin’ im’.”

      “You were going to betray him?” Tauren asked bewildered.

      “Well o’ course I was!” Doran replied. “You gotta’ remember, laddy, I was tryin’ to get as far away from Dhenaheim as possible at the time, and the money from the hunt was gonna’ help me on my journey south.”

      “Why were you trying to get away from Dhenaheim?” Tauren asked. “I thought that was the realm of the dwarves.”

      Doran waved the question away. “That’s a story for another time, lad. And besides, this story’s just about to get good!” His proclamation pulled in a few more listeners on their journey south and focused those already invested. “So there we were, on the tundras of the Iron Valley! White plains for as far as the eye can see and nothing but an icy wind to keep you company. Now I knew the local tribe nearby would have some knowledge about where to find this troublesome Gobber, and I also knew their cook had recently dropped dead from somethin’ or nothin’.” Again, the dwarf barrelled over his warhog in laughter. “So I got Asher blind drunk and dragged his arse across the tundra. I mighta’ said somethin’ about him being the best cook in all o’ Illian.”

      This had his audience laughing already, but Tauren couldn't see the funny side having met Asher. Surely the ranger would have killed every barbarian and even the dwarf before being duped. Asher’s abilities aside, The White Owl couldn't find it in him to laugh at any story when it was about selling one human being to another.

      “Ye should have seen his face when he woke up!” Doran continued. “They chained his ankles and put a ladle in his hands!” The dwarf was crying with tears at this point. “So I got the information about the Gobber and went me merry way, leaving him to cook for the entire tribe!”

      One of General Kail’s soldiers leaned over his horse and asked, “So what happened next, master dwarf? Did you kill the monster?”

      “How did Asher escape?” asked another.

      The laughter died away and the smile on Doran’s face slowly faded away. “The Gobber attacked the tribe the next night. Asher killed it with... the ladle.”

      There was a brief pause from the audience before they erupted in laughter of their own.

      “And where were you, Doran?” Glaide asked, clearly in possession of the answer.

      Doran cleared his throat. “I had been offered a bed for the night so I was still with the tribe, just indisposed.”

      “But where were you?” Glaide asked.

      The dwarf furrowed his brow. “I was relieving meself…” His answer had the listeners in more hysterics. “Bah! None of ye have ever tried takin’ a dump on a tundra! Bloody thing freezes…”

      Now that, Tauren found funny. The dwarf’s tales continued for some time and the young man found that they each made the son of Dorain appear all the more heroic.

      Looking north, there was barely any sign of the caravan that left Barrosh ahead of them. It wasn't until the sky took on its normal blue hue that the majesty of Velia came into view. The people of Barrosh were swarming around the main gate, in what appeared to be a tiny village sprawled out before the city. From this distance, however, they looked to be ants scurrying to reach the safety of their hill, and what a hill it was. Velia was a monument to human ingenuity and architecture.

      The city was larger than his home, Karath, and surrounded by a wall of grey stone and turrets. Four colossal statues decorated the defensive wall, each of a crowned man holding a sword that pointed to the ground, where it eventually blended back into the wall. Tauren assumed them to be old kings of Velia, but their overbearing height made them appear as ominous watchmen.

      The giant walls curved around until they met the waters of The Adean and a massive port which could be a city in its own right. Within Velia’s protective walls were buildings of all different designs, some elegant and towering with sharpened points that glistened in the light, and others with tiled roofs and squat shapes that were made from the same stone as the outer walls. The palace was clear to see, at the back of the city, with its white stone and pointed blue roofs. It was raised slightly above the rest of the city, offering its royalty a beautiful view of all of Alborn.

      “Breathtaking, isn't it?” Hadavad had quietly ridden up beside Tauren.

      “It’s not like the other towns in this land,” the southerner remarked.

      “Velia was once an elven city, though its original name has been lost to history. The wall and statues are new, along with some of the smaller buildings inside. Man never could build like the elves.” Hadavad sighed, but not at the view. The mage was struggling to braid her hair. “I’ve completely forgotten how to do this…”

      Tauren smiled and commanded his horse to get closer to Hadavad’s white mare. “Come here, I can do it.”

      “You know how to braid hair?”

      “The House of Owls took in many young girls and boys over the years,” Tauren explained. “Mother Madakii wouldn't let me train with Salim until I had done my chores and helped the other children. Braiding hair just became a part of life.”

      The mage leaned over and allowed Tauren to braid her hair in one solitary line down her back. He had almost finished when a Karathan soldier shouted over the hubbub of the caravan.

      “Riders from the main gate!”

      Riders was an understatement, Tauren thought. The people of Barrosh dispersed and something more akin to an army rode out of the main gates. The horses were adorned in armour and the warriors rode out as a river of red, their cloaks billowing out behind them. With their caravan arriving from the south, the riders from Velia curved around and formed a line, cutting them off from the city.

      General Kail gave the order to halt the caravan, an order that needed to be relayed down the line of thousands. It took some time for the riders of Velia to finally stop lining up, but when they did, Tauren could see that they would not be entering the city any time soon.

      “I don't suppose they’re here to welcome us, eh?” Doran commented.

      “I’m starting to get used to this kind of welcome,” Tauren replied with a disheartening tone.

      Glaide brought his horse out in front of the group. “They’re on a war footing, Tauren. Choose your words with great care.”

      “I will accompany you,” Hadavad said, retrieving her staff from the clasp on her back.

      “As will I,” General Kail announced. “A show of strength will deter them from walking all over us.”

      Doran laughed. “A show of strength? Unless ye hiding an army under that black cloak of ye’s, I don't think there’s going to be much of a show!”

      The general ignored the dwarf’s words and turned his horse to ride across the plain. The three set off at a steady pace so as not to come across as threatening, but Tauren was confident the Velian vanguard didn't feel in any way threatened. Matching their numbers, three of the vanguard parted from the line and rode out to meet them. The lead of their three was attired with a fine chest plate and giant wolf’s head emblazoned over the top. His red cloak was fastened to his armour with golden chains and his helmet was golden to match, setting him apart from the others.

      “I am General Falcor,” he said boldly.

      “Well met, General, I am Tauren Salimson -”.

      “Where is Emperor Faro of house Kalvanak?” General Falcor interrupted.

      Tauren clenched his jaw and considered his brother’s actions in his place. “The emperor is dead. The Arid Lands no longer recognises the Kalvanak bloodline. For the time, I speak on behalf of my people, until we can reclaim our home and build a new country. This is General Kail of the Karathan army, and this is Hadavad… my advisor.”

      “I see no army,” Falcor replied flatly. “I see a drain on my city’s resources. Word has reached us of what follows in your wake, Tauren Salimson. War is approaching from the south and we will be ready for it. Preparing for battle is all the harder, however, when a few thousand refugees arrive at your door with their hands out. Had you found these lands with an actual army under your command, you would have been better welcomed…”

      Tauren didn't know what to say. He had never imagined Velia turning them away with the Darkakin on their heels, not after all they’d gone through. Their home had been devastated and savages were marching across the realm to claim everyone’s land. This was their last safe harbour.

      “We cannot be turned away,” Tauren argued. “If we head south the Darkakin will kill us on the road. At least let us continue north. Those of us who can fight will stay and defend Velia as if it were our own.”

      General Falcor puffed out his chest. “I didn't say you weren't welcome, only that you would have been better welcomed. King Rengar, in his great mercy, has granted you asylum. However…” The Velian’s face remained stern as ever. “You cannot enter the city proper. No Karathan is to step foot through the main gate. There are wells in the lower city, outside the walls, that your people can use and the land is yours to make camp. That is all.”

      “This is an insult!” General Kail spat. “You would leave us beyond the protection of the wall!”

      “You are not permitted to travel any further into our land. Your options are to stay here or turn back. I leave it to you.” General Falcor turned about and rode back to Velia without another word, trailing his bloated entourage as he went.

      Tauren felt all the hope exhale with his breath. He couldn’t turn his people back after marching them across the country. The White Owl felt his anger rising to the surface as it so easily did. He blamed Asher for this. The ranger had told him to take everyone north, to Velia, he said. There was no unity to be found here, only lamb for the slaughter. Velia would have the people of The Arid Lands give the Darkakin something to do when they arrived. General Falcor could then watch and learn how the savages fought, observe their tactics.

      “This is still the right course,” Hadavad said in a calming voice. Tauren almost suspected magic in her tone, as every word from her mouth calmed him down.

      “How can you say that?” General Kail asked.

      “Because there is nowhere else to be,” Hadavad replied softly.
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      The sun was setting before the caravan had finished unloading outside the main gates. It was unsettling to be under the watchful eyes of the looming kings of old, and Tauren had always hated having his back to a wall. Still, it gave his people a real chance to rest after travelling so far with so very few stops. He could see the exhaustion on their faces and that of the animals who had been brought with them. With fields as far as the eye could see, there would be no chance of the Darkakin sneaking up on them now though.

      “What are you thinking?” Glaide asked, sitting on top of a discarded barrel.

      Tauren turned from his gaze across the burnt-orange horizon to look at the ranger. Behind them were tents of all sizes being erected and scattered at the base of Velia’s walls. Small fires were already burning and General Kail had ordered his men to set up a perimeter guard. There was little trust between the two nations.

      “What am I thinking?” Tauren repeated the question. “I’m thinking that if the Darkakin march over that hill,” he gestured to the south, the direction in which they had also arrived, “the Velian army will be so distracted that we might be able to escape to the north. Try and save as many as we can…”

      “I’m afraid the north can offer you only death.” The new voice came from the shadows of the nearest tent, where a figure stood hidden within robes and a large hood. Both Tauren and Glaide stood up with their hands reaching for a blade, but the figure raised a hand. “Please, I mean you no ill will.”

      Tauren still pulled on the hidden short-sword, sitting upside down on his back, only to find the hilt oddly stiff and the blade refusing to come free. Looking at Glaide, the ranger was experiencing the same issue with his own sword.

      The shadowy figure stepped into the dying light of the sun, revealing a youthful face and elegant features. Flowing, dark hair ran free from the hood and covered his chest, but there was a quality to the man that Tauren recognised, though he was certain they had never met.

      “He speaks the truth,” Hadavad arrived as if from nowhere and Tauren wondered if his skills were slipping. “There is a hum of magic about you, sir.”

      The man met Hadavad’s eyes before lifting his hood and revealing that he was anything but a man. The elf stood very still for a moment and observed their reactions.

      “I am not the first elf you have met,” he finally said.

      “No,” Tauren replied, still not at ease with the sudden arrival.

      “You have met Princes Reyna?” the elf asked.

      Hadavad answered, “Yes, and Faylen Haldӧr.”

      “They are not the only elves we have met,” Tauren was quick to say. “There were two others who went by other names. They were not so kind.”

      The elf lifted his chin, taking in Tauren’s words very carefully. “You have come across the Hand of Valanis. The fact that you have lived to tell of it is a marvel. You must be great warriors…”

      “Who are you?” Tauren would have asked the question with a blade in hand if he could pull it free.

      “I am Tai’garn, an elder on the council of King Elym.” The elf announced his title with a tone of importance, but it meant nothing to The White Owl.

      “And why are you sneaking around my camp?”

      Tai’garn raised an eyebrow. “No one is permitted to leave the city, especially elven guests. I am here to find Princess Reyna and see her safely returned to Ayda. I see now that she is not among you…” The elf looked to the camp, beyond the three, with a grim expression.

      “They left us days ago,” Glaide said. “After the Darkakin broke through. Theirs was a grave mission, more important than any of ours.”

      “Mission?” Tai’garn inquired. “Where were they going?”

      Glaide and Tauren exchanged questioning looks, wondering just how much they could trust this elf.

      “He can be trusted,” Hadavad promised. “There is nothing darkly about him.”

      Tauren took a breath. “They were going to Nightfall, the home of the Arakesh.”

      “Why would they go there?” Tai’garn asked with great concern.

      “To retrieve Paldora’s gem,” Glaide answered. “It’s the only weapon we have against -”

      “Valanis…” Tai’garn finished, his gaze distant now. The elf’s regal composure disappeared and he sat on Glaide’s barrel, cupping his jaw. “This changes everything.”

      “We have no way of knowing if they succeeded,” Glaide explained. “If they survived Nightfall they’re a few days behind us. The plan was to all meet here.”

      It was impossible to know what Tai’garn was thinking beyond grave concern. Tauren wanted to offer him some words of hope but the world was quickly running dry of it.

      “How did the Darkakin break through Syla’s Gate?” The elf asked absently.

      “Paldora’s star,” Hadavad said. “It pierced daylight’s sky and struck the land south of the gate. The shock of it tore the gates from their hinges.”

      “It was Valanis,” Tauren confirmed. “We all saw him pull it from the sky.”

      Tai’garn closed his eyes and stroked his forehead. “The Echoes of Fate cannot be denied…”

      “What was that?” Tauren asked.

      “Nothing of concern,” the elf replied, waving his hand away. “I must take my leave immediately and head south.”

      “That would be foolish,” Glaide warned. “The Darkakin are ten thousand strong at least and you’ll never find the princess. They’re with a friend of mine and he’s guaranteed not to use the roads. You could pass each other by and never know it.”

      Tai’garn had no reply but to simply nod his head and make to leave.

      “Wait,” Tauren called. “You said the north can offer only death?”

      The elf paused before turning back to answer. “Valanis now commands the armies of King Merkaris Tion. The legions of Namdhor march south as the Darkakin march north.”

      “Can we not go west, to Lirian? My people will die if we stay here.”

      Tai’garn looked to the west, though the trees of The Evermoore were far from sight. “You will find no refuge in Felgarn. They have agreed to supply forces to aid Velia. Fate, it seems, has chosen this very spot. This is where the world collides…”
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      The catacombs of Mount Garganafan were dizzyingly vast and disorientingly dark. Gideon used his staff to light the way while Adriel commanded a glowing orb to follow them from above. The stark light produced a constant movement of shadows across the walls, always working to trick the mage’s mind into thinking the worst. The elf had reminded him several times that they were alone inside the mountain, but it did little to settle Gideon’s nerves. The feeling of being watched had followed him for too long now.

      I am still with you, Ilargo’s words echoed in his mind.

      I wish you were actually here with me. I don't like being so far away from you.

      Through Ilargo, Gideon could feel the breeze against the dragon’s scales and the grass under his claws. It helped to take his mind off the tons of rock that surrounded him.

      I could not go anywhere without the sky above my head.

      Gideon felt the shiver that ran through Ilargo run down his own spine. I can't say I’m too happy about it, either.

      Every tunnel they turned down appeared the same to the young Dragorn. The air became stale and far colder the deeper they explored. Gideon pulled his red, leather jacket about him and blew into his hands to keep them warm. Usually, the warmth from his staff could keep his fingers from freezing, but the chill was biting to the bone.

      “How long have we been walking now?” His voice echoed off the walls.

      “Most of the day,” Adriel replied. “The journey into the heart of the mountain is long. It took me many days to navigate my way through the first time.”

      That was not what Gideon wanted to hear. “You remember the way, don't you?”

      Adriel smiled. “My memory is very good, like that of my kin, but I need not always rely on it. A dragon never forgets a sight, sound or taste.” The elf put a finger to his temple. “Galandavax is showing me the way. He shares my memories and remembers the route I took.”

      Talk of sharing memories brought Gideon back to the Echoes of Fate. It was a piece of the puzzle he was yet to understand and all the more disturbing that Rainael the emerald star refused to share her memories with Ilargo. They continued walking through the dark for some time, allowing Gideon to think of a way to bring it up. Getting answers out of Adriel without him turning them into a lesson or a riddle was hard work.

      “Speak or don't speak,” Adriel said spontaneously.

      “What?”

      “You humans,” Adriel explained with a smile in the corner of his mouth, “your face speaks more than your mouth.”

      Gideon rolled his eyes. “I forget… you see everything.”

      Adriel paused at a junction in the labyrinth, before taking the tunnel on the left. “Indeed I do, Mr. Thorn. So refrain from rolling your eyes at me.”

      Gideon swallowed his response and decided to just come out with it. “What are you not telling me about the Echoes of Fate?”

      Adriel didn't even slow down. “What do you know of it?”

      This is going to be harder than I thought…

      Keep pushing him, Ilargo said. He has answers.

      “Until I met Adilandra I hadn't even heard of it. Now it seems like a hard thing to wrap my head around, knowing what I do about the gods.”

      Adriel held up his hand to silence the Dragorn. The elf tilted his head one way, then the next. Gideon couldn't be sure what he was listening for, but it was apparently to their right.

      “The Echoes of Fate were uttered aloud by Nalana Sevari a thousand years ago. They were heard by her brother, King Elym, and a handful of others. They were her last words.” Adriel stopped again and crouched down, where his hand brushed against the cold ground. Gideon aimed his staff low and saw that a small stream was running through the tunnel, entering and disappearing again through a slither in the jagged walls.

      “How did she die?” Gideon asked, all the more curious as to how another Dragorn could perish.

      “After the battle of Elethiah, when the Dark War ended, Nalana searched The Wild Moores for a small boy, an Outlander. She had given him a very precious gift to hide. Unfortunately, the boy couldn't be found and the Outlanders attacked.” Adriel navigated a small climb up to another tunnel.

      “Why do I still feel like you’re holding back?” Gideon pushed.

      “Some secrets are shared via our bond with the dragons, such as the truth about the gods and The Veil. Other secrets can only be told. The truth of the prophecy was only ever known to a small handful of Dragorn.”

      Gideon considered the number of Dragorn walking on Verda’s earth. “There isn't even a handful of us left, Adriel…”

      “Indeed,” the elf replied with a dark tone. “Nalana Sevari came across something the dragons believed to have been wiped out during the First War, with Atilan’s people. Tovun, her dragon, was in council with Rainael and the others at the time, deciding who should replace Garganafan as the leader. All of Nalana’s memories were shared with those on the council in Tovun’s dying moments. We all bore witness to the darkness that dwelled in The Wild Moores…” Adriel stopped again to check the way.

      “Tovun and Nalana died apart then?” Gideon couldn't think of death easily with his young age, but the idea of leaving the world and Ilargo not being at his side was distressing.

      “Yes. Tovun died of Nalana’s wounds. But in searching for the boy, she came across a cave hidden in the heart of the forest. As you know, the Outlanders are the descendants of the first people, forced into hiding by the dragons. It seemed they took some of their old religions with them.”

      “Religions? You mean the gods had gods?” Gideon couldn't imagine anyone as egotistical as Atilan worshipping a deity.

      “Every culture has gods, Gideon. The first people worshipped only one god, however, a god of strength with little care for those who could not defend themselves. They called him Kaliban.”

      “Kaliban? You mean the fortress in Vengora? Where the pools of Naius are?”

      “Named after his beloved god,” Adriel confirmed. “Though whether Atilan truly worshipped Kaliban has never been answered. The Dragon Riders of the time believed that he only appeared to have faith for the sake of his people.”

      “What do you think?” Gideon asked.

      Adriel sighed. “I think he believed himself a god and that there was no room in his world for another.”

      “So how does this old religion play any part in the Echoes of Fate?” Gideon couldn't see how a prophecy said aloud by a Dragorn had anything to do with a religion from thousands of years before she was born.

      Adriel stopped walking now and turned to face Gideon. “In the time of Atilan, the highest priests of Kaliban were known as The Echoes. They claimed to see the future, among other things. They were a twisted sect delving into dark magic. They even believed Kaliban gave them the power to resurrect the dead, but only the strong. Every prophecy they inscribed was marked with a black hand, their seal.”

      Gideon didn't like the grave expression on the elf’s usually stoic face. “What was in that cave, Adriel?”

      The ancient Dragorn blinked slowly. “The remnants of dark magic. The High priests continued to worship Kaliban in The Wild Moores, spewing out their prophecies. Nalana found them. There was a bloody fight but the magic of the prophecy imprinted on her mind. When she found her brother it was all she could say.”

      Gideon was trying to place all the broken pieces of history together. “So the Echoes of Fate is a product of dark magic, not a message from the gods.”

      Adriel sat on an outcropping of rock under the stark light of his orb. “If only it were that simple. There is no magic, light or dark, that can tell the future, Gideon. What is to come will always be unknown to us, even the dragons.”

      “I don't understand.” Gideon was really tired of that continued fact.

      Adriel licked his lips, considering his words. “If the prophecy comes true, it is proof that The Echoes worship a real God, Kaliban. If that is true, then we are all in the shadow of a malevolent being who only understands strength…” The elf looked up at Gideon. “Does that sound like a world you want to live in?”

      “I cannot believe that. I refuse to!” Gideon did his best to stop from pacing.

      “As do I,” Adriel agreed. “I believe that we look for the answers so hard we make the prophecy real.”

      “We cannot have been made by an evil god,” Gideon continued. “We aren't just playthings!”

      “I did not say Kaliban was Verda’s creator, only a god. The origins and meaning of Kaliban have been debated by Dragorn for centuries. I don't think we’re going to discover anything new in this tunnel. Focus on what we do know, Gideon. Atilan is very real and he is a threat. The Veil is ours and the fortress of Kaliban will be found. Together we will end this pantheon once and for all.”

      Gideon raised his head. “You’ve changed your tune.”

      Adriel looked from Gideon to the dark tunnel ahead. “We have come this far. I have to believe in something…”

      The elf stood up from his perch and bade Gideon follow him, promising that they were close now. Gideon trailed behind, his thoughts a mess. He could feel Ilargo sifting through it all as well, trying to make sense of what they knew. The people of Illian worshipped a set of gods he knew to be false and the oldest religion in the world might just prove to be real, a religion of dark magic. The young Dragorn was suddenly filled with a great need to know more, to understand The Echoes and even seek them out if he must.

      One day, Ilargo said. When all of Verda isn't in the balance.

      Gideon took a breath in an attempt to let it all go for now. The dragon was right, Adriel too. He needed to focus on the immediate threat, not some old religion that may or may not prove to be real.

      Any thought of prophecies was immediately dispelled from his mind when they entered a new cavern. It was immensely larger than any of the tunnels or caves they had passed through, and its ceiling was coated with purple crystals. Rough columns, thick and slim, connected the ground to the crystalline roof, with stalagmites dotted around the damp floor. It was a natural beauty hidden away in the heart of Mount Garganafan.

      Adriel blew into his hands and birthed three more orbs of pure light. Gideon fired a couple from the end of his staff and watched them explore the cavern. Puddles of cold water collected here and there and the sound of a small stream could be heard from somewhere inside. The Dragorn walked a little further in to see that the ground rose up in layers on the right side of the cavern. Adriel waved his hand and one of the orbs followed his direction to rest over the top of the raised ground. Gideon watched as the shadows were banished, revealing the cavern’s greatest treasure.

      “The Veil…”
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      Galanӧr couldn't decide if it was wrong to look upon the destruction wrought by dragons and feel it was beautiful. Reducing Davosai to a smouldering pit was quite the spectacle, and one they were lucky to have survived, but sitting on the outskirts of Gravosai now and watching the last city of the Darkakin burn, like a campfire fit for the gods, was something else. The ash rose high into the air, a black column of death, carrying the remains of so many into the breeze.

      Most of the dragons flew about the city, dropping in and out with their breath of fury. The screams could no longer be heard over the raging fires, but the crumbling walls and falling towers still reached the elf’s ears on the safety of their ledge. Rainael had left them far from the city this time, determined to keep them out of harm’s way. They couldn't communicate with the dragons as Gideon did, but Galanӧr had the impression that the emerald star wasn't happy with their little adventure into the Crissalith pit.

      “It’s hard to take your eyes away, isn't it?” Adilandra came to stand beside him, Atilan’s grimoire tucked under her arm. The queen had been absent for most of the attack on Gravosai, having been deep in meditation.

      “I have never seen destruction on such a scale as this,” he replied. “For years we have planned war against man, but even in my wildest imaginings I could not have seen this.” Galanӧr narrowed his eyes and saw Emenar the golden one drop three Darkakin from high above the city. Their inevitable fate was concealed by the growing cloud of ash.

      “Their beauty is mirrored by their power to destroy.” Adilandra’s auburn hair blew in the warm gust of wind that ran over the ledge. Even after so many days without washing, the elven queen had a scent that pulled Galanӧr in.

      “I still fear their efforts are wasted here,” he said. “Illian is where the war is. We should be hunting the Darkakin army down before they invade.”

      “Man isn't as helpless as you think,” Adilandra replied in her melodic tone. “You forget that they once bested the dragons. They can hold off the Darkakin until we reach their shores. Our real concern should still be a conflict between our two people. Illian will heal after a war with Valanis and the Darkakin, should it survive at all, but a war between man and elf may have no end. It could be the ruin of us both.” The queen glanced at Galanӧr. “You’re just restless because you haven't had use of your blades since we left Davosai.”

      Galanӧr hated to think that Adilandra was right, but he could feel that itch in his muscles, that need born of centuries of conditioning under his father’s hand. All he wanted to do was give that part of his life up, but he wondered how true that really was. The elf realised that it mattered little in the end; there was still a very good chance that he wouldn't survive the war. As soon as he found himself in battle again, Galanӧr knew he would dive in as he always did. Placing himself in front of ten-thousand Darkakin felt like a battle in which he would surely find his end.

      Galanӧr held out his hands. “Well after the stunt you had us pull in Davosai we’re exiled to the stands it seems.”

      “You would rather be in there?” the queen asked, gesturing to the inferno.

      Galanӧr had to concede to his queen’s point. If he didn't die in burning agony the smoke would suffocate him inside the city walls. The dragons continued their attack on Gravosai and the warrior had to wonder how many of the Darkakin could still be alive.

      “Have you found Princess Reyna?” he asked, happy to be distracted from such morbid thoughts.

      “No,” the queen replied. “Ӧlli has been separated from them. Give it time. I enchanted that owl with more spells than you would find in an elder’s library. He will find her…”

      “I hope so,” Galanӧr replied. “What of Atilan’s grimoire?”

      “It’s written in the ancient language…” Adilandra looked down at the thick book and her tone dropped. “The language of the gods.”

      Rather than have his queen dwell on such revelations, Galanӧr asked, “What does it say? Anything useful?”

      “It details Atilan’s creation of Crissalith, but it also mentions another gem, something he sounds very smug about.”

      “That doesn't sound good,” Galanӧr commented.

      Adilandra opened the first few pages and flicked to a sketch of a hand adorned with a single ring and blue crystal. “He doesn't appear to have named this creation, but he only made a few for his most trusted allies. Some of the text is impossible to translate, but I believe this gem is designed to protect the wearer from the effects of Crissalith.”

      “That would be a powerful tool for a mage,” Galanӧr opined. “If he carried Crissallith on his person, everyone around him would be cut off from magic except for him.”

      “There’s a lot more,” Adilandra said, thumbing the pages, “though I fear the truths it may reveal.”

      Distant screams reached their ears, pulling them from their discussion. Though there was little left of the western gate, a trail of Darkakin fled with all haste into the desert. There must have been a few hundred of the savages, many women and children. Galanӧr looked around but he couldn't see anywhere that could be called refuge.

      It didn't matter.

      A moment later, the western gate and the surrounding walls exploded outwards. A roar that would halt any man in his tracks carried across the desert and the hulking, black bulk of Malliath charged over the land. The dragon’s attack was vicious, coming from a place of pure hatred. His great maw swept up two of the Darkakin and crunched them into smaller pieces, some of which he swallowed. Claws as big as horses dug into the ground and propelled the dragon into the trail of humans. Dozens were crushed under his girth or flung into the air by his wings.

      Galanӧr wanted to look away but he couldn't. It was like watching a force of nature, a sight to behold that might never be seen again. When Malliath had journeyed as far as he was willing, the dragon simply lowered his head and exhaled. The jet of fire raced across the desert and engulfed every last Darkakin who sought to escape. The sound of the fire ended the screams in an instant, leaving only charred bodies and scorched ground.

      The elves had no words to describe how they felt. Galanӧr feared that his queen had enjoyed watching them burn, still haunted as she was. Thankfully, they sat in silence after that and just watched the city of Gravosai crumble into the dirt. One-by-one, the dragons peeled away, leaving the graveyard to burn. Some glided around the blue sky, while others rested on surrounding mountains, picking at unseen food.

      A shadow flew overhead and Rainael the emerald star landed gracefully on the plateau beside them. Her green scales were dulled with ash and soot, but it still wasn't enough to rob her of the magnificence she exhibited. The blood around her mouth and between her teeth, however, was a distraction. There was no way of knowing exactly what the queen of dragons was thinking, but her reptilian head swivelled back towards the city as an ear-splitting roar broke the silence. Amid the destruction of Gravosai, Malliath’s head rose above the ruins.

      His call was as much a mystery to Galanӧr as Rainael’s silence, but the green dragon appeared ill at ease upon hearing Malliath’s cry. Her wings twitched and the elf noticed the rest of the dragons take note of the voiceless one.

      “What’s happening?” he asked.

      Adilandra stood up to join him, her expression as quizzical as his own. “I do not know.”

      Another ear-piercing roar echoed across the desert before Malliath climbed out of the rubble to stand above it all. He roared again and again. Galanӧr thought he could hear pain in the dragon’s cry. Not physical, but deeper, something that had been trapped within Malliath for a thousand years. Galanӧr knew a bottomless pit of anger when he saw it. The dragon was still full of rage with nothing to do with it. His mighty roar ceased as suddenly as it began and the black wyrm took off into the sky.

      Galanӧr took his cue from Rainael and the other dragons, who didn't come across as alarmed. Instead, they simply watched Malliath fly away, over the mountains until even the sound of his wings could no longer be heard.

      “He’s leaving…” Adilandra whispered.

      “Leaving?”

      Rainael finally turned back to them, but without a Dragorn all they could do was look at each other.

      “He doesn't belong with them,” Adilandra said, her eyes never leaving Rainael’s. Since the dragon’s head remained very still, Galanӧr took it as the queen agreeing with the statement.

      “Where is he going?”

      “He is a dragon,” Adilandra said simply. “He can go anywhere he likes. But something tells me this isn't the last the world will ever see of Malliath the voiceless.”

      The warrior took a last look at the black dragon, who was soon to disappear entirely from sight. Malliath’s reason for leaving didn't seem so foreign to the elf…
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      Asher jumped down from his horse, happy to have anything other than hard, desert ground under his feet. Despite the familiar mud underfoot, the empty streets of Barrosh were unsettling. It didn't require the skills of a ranger to see what had happened here, and in truth, Asher was happy to see the people of Alborn had fled.

      “Does every town and city abandon their homes before we arrive?” Nathaniel asked, hopping off his own horse and leaving Reyna to continue trotting along.

      Asher bent down and picked up a child’s toy, trodden into the dirt. He wondered for a moment if these people would ever see their homes again.

      “We must rest here,” Reyna said, looking from Asher to Faylen.

      “Agreed.” The ranger could see how exhausted the older elf was after their day of riding across the plains. It was a hard ride for anyone, but in her battered state, Faylen was feeling everything so much more than them.

      “If I remember correctly,” Nathaniel said, his eyes scanning the streets, “there’s a tavern around this corner. The Honey Bee, I think. I’m sure we can find beds in there.”

      “Beds?” Reyna echoed. “I had forgotten such a thing.”

      Asher was sure he could hear just a touch of that melodic tone the princess had been missing. Every minute she had back with Faylen was returning Reyna to the elf they had met on the shores of the Unmar. It was her hope that kept Asher from despair.

      A brief shadow crossed the ranger’s face and he looked to the sky, his hands instinctively reaching for the folded bow on his back. He was glad of his reserve, however, when a white owl glided out of the sky and landed on a nearby post.

      “Ӧlli!” Reyna exclaimed. The owl flew to her outstretched arm and rested on her leather bracer.

      Nathaniel raised his eyebrow. “How does that owl keep finding you?” he asked incredulously.

      “He must have caught up with us after we escaped the pit,” the princess replied, her attention entirely on the owl.

      “It’s odd is what it is,” Asher commented, though he could do nothing about the smile on his face. The animal’s return did make him think of Hector again and the ranger hoped that wherever he was, the horse would be well looked after.

      “We should get off the streets,” Faylen warned, her voice still croaky.

      Asher agreed with the elf and gestured for Nathaniel to show them the way. The Graycoat kicked the door to the Honey Bee open with an apology to the absent owner. Reyna helped Faylen up the stairs to find suitable rooms while Asher hid the horses away down a nearby alley, tying them to a post with some water-buckets.

      “I'll search the area while there’s still some light,” Nathaniel said, retrieving his bow and nocking an arrow.

      “Be careful,” Reyna called from the stairs.

      Asher could tell by her gaze that she meant it. The ranger wanted to go with the knight, but he knew Reyna would use magic to heal Faylen, making them both vulnerable for a time.

      “And you.” Nathaniel’s tone was serious. “At least wait to use magic until we have made a decent meal. You’ll need your strength.”

      The princess examined Faylen’s tired face, struggling with the logic of Nathaniel’s words. Asher decided to keep quiet and let the exchange remain between the two; he still wasn't sure how appreciated his opinions were by the elf. In the end, Reyna nodded in agreement and continued to take Faylen to the next floor.

      “There’s a Graycoat sector house to the east of the city,” Nathaniel explained. “They’re always well stocked,” he added with a mischievous smile.

      “Barrosh isn't like Calmardra,” Asher said, “but that doesn't mean there aren't brigands waiting in the shadows…”

      Nathaniel raised his nocked bow. “That’s what this is for.”

      After the knight left, Asher set up a makeshift barricade out of tables and chairs, setting them up in a semi-circle around the door. Nathaniel would still be able to get inside, but should anyone else try to attack them, the barricade would slow them down. The ranger sat on a chair with his back to the bar and another chair tucked under his feet. It wasn't as comfy as the beds above his head, but it felt better than sitting in a saddle.

      The sun finally found its rest beneath the horizon and Barrosh fell under the light of the moon. Asher had drawn his silvyr short-sword, debating whether to go out and search for Nathaniel. The unique metal sparkled in moonlight, exaggerating the runes engraved along the middle of the blade.

      “Has he not returned yet?” Reyna whispered on her way down the stairs.

      “He left not long before dusk,” Asher replied, convincing himself as much as anyone. “We should give him some more time.”

      The princess handed the ranger a blanket. “I know you’re used to just a cloak, but the nights are getting colder.”

      “Thank you.” Asher took the blanket, seeing the gesture for what it was.

      An awkward silence settled over the room. The ranger could feel new emotions in the company of his friends, but he still had no idea what to say in situations such as this.

      “Faylen is like a mother to me…” Reyna said into the gloom. “I’ve already lost my real mother and Faylen has always been there for me. Without her, I’m just not sure…”

      “I understand,” Asher whispered back. “You’ve spent so long with her by your side you’re not sure who you are without her.”

      “Yes.” Reyna’s reply was firm.

      The ranger looked at the short-sword in his hands. “We all have something that tethers us to ourselves. Something we fear to let go of.”

      Reyna leaned closer. “You don't need a sword in your hand to know who you are, Asher. There’s more to this world than fighting, you just have to let us show you.”

      “And you don't need Faylen,” Asher replied. “Or your title, or even a cause. I have seen you on and off the battlefield, Reyna. You are capable, sure of yourself. You make the right choices without someone looking over your shoulder. You’re Reyna Sevari before anything else. If Faylen hadn't survived the pit, you would still be Reyna Sevari…”

      Despite the gloom, Asher could still see the tears welling in Reyna’s green eyes. He wanted to comfort her but he didn't know how. Instead, Reyna dropped into his chest and hugged with a tight squeeze, taking him entirely by surprise.

      “I’m sorry,” Reyna said. “I blamed you. I shouldn't have done that.”

      Asher didn't know what to say. The ranger couldn't think of another person who had ever apologised to him, so instead, he placed an arm around her shoulder and hugged the princess. The moment was ruined when the floorboards above their head creaked and a light sprinkling of dust rained down.

      “Faylen must have awoken.” Reyna offered Asher a warm smile before getting up and retreating to the rooms above.

      The ranger couldn't quite describe the way he felt after Reyna left. He knew he hadn't wanted the embrace to end and the princess’ words elated him. It felt good to know that there was no tension between them. He only hoped that she listened to his advice and knew it to be true. The ranger couldn't say the same for Reyna’s advice. He had been fighting for too many years...

      It wasn't long before the creaky stairs announced another visitor. Asher sat up in surprise when he saw Faylen walking towards him, absent of Reyna.

      “You should be resting,” he said. “Where’s Reyna?”

      “It’s her turn to rest,” Faylen waved the question away. “Where’s the knight?”

      Something about the elf put the ranger on edge. “He hasn't returned yet. I was just about to -”

      Faylen cut Asher off with a dramatic swing of her leg, which had the elf suddenly sitting on his lap as if he were a horse. If the ranger had been uncomfortable embracing Reyna, this was a whole new realm of unknown. He had been with women before over the years, but he couldn't say he really knew any of them or spent as much time with any of them. This felt too forward for Faylen, but Asher knew of elven libido and went with it for now, except he had no idea what to do with his hands.

      “I know you must have thought about it by now,” Faylen purred in his ear, her hands cupping his stubbly face.

      “Faylen…”

      She shushed him with a finger to his lips. Her eyes connected with his and wouldn't let go, pulling him in. Asher went from hoping that Nathaniel would return any minute to hoping he wouldn't. It still didn't feel right, but Faylen’s warm hands slid down his chest as her lips locked with his own. In the moment, Asher cupped his hands around her back and pulled her in.

      That was when he felt it, the fingers investigating the pouch on his belt. The technique was masterful and would easily rob any other person blind, but Asher was not easily fooled. The ranger pulled away and snapped his hand around Faylen’s slender wrist, stopping her from snatching Paldora’s gem.

      The look on Faylen’s face was not her own and her eyes darted to the hilt poking over Asher’s shoulder. “That’s mine.”

      The realisation of who was really sitting on his lap must have presented itself as shock, because Faylen’s mouth curled into a wicked smile. The ranger immediately stood up and threw the elf as far as he could, only to watch her turn the momentum into a backward flip. Faylen remained crouched on the floor like a cat ready to strike.

      Asher pulled free his double-handed broadsword. “Alidyr!”

      “We could have done this the easy way, Ranger. I suppose I'll just take the gem and the blade off your corpse.”

      Asher was frozen in place. Had Alidyr actually been standing before him, he had no doubt that his sword would be swinging, only it wasn't Alidyr he would hit...

      “What have you done to Reyna?” he asked.

      “She won't be helping you,” Alidyr replied coolly.

      Asher could hear his heart thumping in his ears, drowning out the rain against the windows. There was nothing from his life to draw upon for this, no training to fall back on. He had to subdue an elf, without killing her, while making certain he didn't cause any lasting damage. There was also the concern for Reyna, who may well be bleeding to death upstairs.

      Alidyr robbed him of options, if not the gem, and hurtled Faylen’s body across the room. Her foot whipped up with tremendous speed and planted itself in the ranger’s chest, throwing him into the bar. The impact against his back hurt almost as much as the foot in his chest. He was quick to find his feet again, but Alidyr was quicker, using Faylen’s hands to knock the broadsword from his grip. Her fingers shot into his wrist, forcing his tendons to release the hilt, which Alidyr then caught with Faylen’s free hand. Asher was able to bring up his hardened bracer to take the edge of the blade, though its bite still stung.

      “I have lost everything because of you!” It was Faylen’s voice but Alidyr’s venom.

      “Sorry, Faylen…” Asher used his free hand to grab the back of her head, bracing it for the impact his forehead was about to have on her face. The knock sent Alidyr reeling with blood exploding from a broken nose. Asher hated to hurt Faylen, but it was good to know that Alidyr felt the pain too.

      The double-handed sword had been dropped now and the ranger hoped to keep any more blades out of it. Instead, Asher rammed his body into Faylen’s and drove her into the barricade of chairs and tables. A solid fist to her face should have knocked her out, but it served only as a reminder that he was fighting an elf, not a human. Alidyr thrust an open palm into Asher’s nose, disorientating him, before slamming his face down onto the table. The wooden legs broke under the force, dropping the ranger to his knees. Two strong hands gripped his leather armour, through his cloak, and launched him up into the air until he met the ceiling timber. The wood cracked and the back of his head knocked against the tough beam.

      Asher didn't remember hitting the floor again; he simply opened his eyes and Faylen was standing over him with a satisfied grin.

      “I'm not going to lie,” Alidyr said, walking around Asher’s crawling form, “that felt great.”

      “I'm going…” Asher groaned in pain. “I'm going to kill you.” The ranger’s hands just found the hilt of his fallen sword when Alidyr stepped in and kicked it aside.

      “I'm not even in Barrosh,” Alidyr commented. “Let’s be honest, you couldn't kill me if I was. I do regret having to kill you with the hands of another, though.” The wicked elf examined Faylen’s bloodied palms before bending down and sliding the diamond-tipped short-sword from the scabbard on Asher’s back. “Are you finally ready for death, Ranger?”

      Looking up, it was Faylen who stood over him with the sword held out, ready to remove his head.

      “Are you?” Reyna replied from behind them both.

      Alidyr was too slow to prevent the locking hold that Reyna placed around Faylen’s sword arm. Asher knew from experience that kind of hold could either snap a person’s elbow or even dislocate their shoulder. The princess was careful, and incredibly skilled, to manipulate the wrist instead, forcing Alidyr to drop the short-sword. A swift kick to the back of the knee dropped Alidyr to a height that allowed Asher his own kick to Faylen’s face. The ranger hated the feel of the impact against her head, but that fact didn't stop him from getting up and following his attack with another.

      Reyna was already sporting a nasty cut above her left eyebrow where Alidyr had no doubt caught her by surprise upstairs. Either way, she looked far better than Asher, who felt as if he had relived the battle of Syla’s Gate all over again.

      The melee became far more complicated with three combatants, and Asher was confident that anyone but an Arakesh would fail to keep up with the elves. That didn't stop him from receiving a fist or a foot to the face, with Alidyr skilled enough to often use Reyna’s attacks against the ranger, putting them both off balance. A rather deft evasion on Alidyr’s behalf had Asher’s swing fly past Faylen’s face, allowing Alidyr to come back up with an open-palm to his throat. This would have been devastating all by itself if Alidyr hadn't followed it up by grabbing Asher’s face and pushing his head back into Reyna’s. The blow knocked the princess into the stairs and Asher struggled to correct his vision or catch a breath.

      “Pathetic!” Alidyr reached out and threw Asher clear across the barricade and through the window.

      The ranger hit the decking in a shower of broken glass before rolling out into the pouring rain and soggy mud. The cold rain helped to keep his senses about him and stave off unconsciousness. The sound of shattered glass and boots on wood had his instincts taking over, alerting him to the imminent attack. Asher managed to stand up and block the elven fist which cut through the air like a blade. The next three attacks found only his bracers, but it had all been a ploy to open up his ribs for a gut-wrenching kick. Alidyr laughed into the night as the ranger skidded along the road, clutching his stomach.

      The pain was dulling his senses now and the heavy rain must have disguised Reyna’s leap from the broken window, for when he looked up again, both elves were locked in battle. Had he all of his wits about him, Asher would have marvelled at their technique and speed, but standing up took all of his concentration. When he finally found himself vertical again, the ranger cracked his back and rolled his shoulders, ready to fight.

      Faylen’s injured body did nothing to slow Alidyr down, as the elf threw out her arm and caught Reyna in the chest with enough force to put the princess on her back. Asher took a breath and charged at his enemy, determined to see only Alidyr in front of him. At the last moment he leaped into the air in a bid to hide his true attack, but Faylen’s body reacted with superior reflexes and batted his fist away.

      “Too slow!” Alidyr shouted over the rain.

      Asher felt a sweeping leg take out his legs and put him back in the mud. He could try all he might, but it was Faylen’s face he looked upon when he attacked. Just the sight of her forced him to hold back, to hesitate.

      “Faylen!” Nathaniel shouted from down the street. The knight had a pair of sacks at his feet and an arrow aimed at Faylen. “What are you doing?”

      “Excellent,” Alidyr said to himself. “Now I get to beat all three of you to death.”

      “It’s not her!” Reyna shouted from the ground. The cut on her head was bleeding again.

      “Don't shoot!” Asher held up his hand, warding the archer off.

      Reyna found her feet at last and planted herself firmly in front of Faylen. The princess’ hands spread out beside her and came to life with a brilliant, white light. Steam poured from her fingers in the cold rain and the air rippled around her.

      Alidyr laughed again. “You really don't want to do that. I was practicing magic before your parents were born, Princess.” Faylen’s hands mirrored Reyna’s, bringing to life the same destructive spell.

      “You might be able to push Faylen’s body to its limits, but not her magic.”

      Alidyr smile arrogantly. “And you believe you are capable of beating her in such a contest?”

      “Let’s find out…”

      Both elves unleashed their spells at the same time, lighting up the night and evaporating every raindrop between them. The magic was blinding to Asher, though its power could be felt across his skin like a physical presence. It was the first time he had actually felt the proximity of magic since losing the ring. The shard had always alerted him to the use of magic as well as those who used it. Now, however, he had Paldora’s gem in its entirety.

      That gave him a thought.

      The two elves continued to pour their magic into the battle of wills, their spells lashing out at each other and the surrounding dirt. Reyna was beginning to wane and Faylen was gaining a foot every few seconds. Once Nathaniel was in place, Asher stood up, coming directly between the clashing spells. The magic collided with the ranger like water on rock, washing over him. His sudden appearance and incredible immunity shocked the two elves, who immediately withdrew from their contest.

      The shadows returned and with them the lashing rain. At that moment, Nathaniel stepped behind Faylen and swung the flat of his sword into the back of her head. The knock shoved the elf forward, into Reyna’s fist. The force of it whipped Faylen’s head back, which took the rest of her body with it until she was on her back. Asher took little pleasure in the sight, fearing for the damage they were doing to Faylen’s body.

      The three of them stood over her still form, all anticipating a violent retaliation. Rainwater began to pool in her eyes and on her lips. Asher was aware that his right fist was still clenched and his muscles twitched, ready to throw another punch or ten. It was hard to look down on Faylen’s battered body and know that they were responsible for the broken bones and fresh cuts.

      Reyna crouched by her side and placed a tentative hand against her mentor’s cheek. “We need to get her inside,” the princess said over the rain.

      Asher and Nathaniel were about to assist in picking Faylen off the ground, but Reyna scooped the elf up with ease. The knight hurried to retrieve the sacks of supplies and the ranger checked the empty streets before finally retreating. They found both elves upstairs, inside one of the bedchambers, where the princess had laid Faylen down beside the crackling fireplace. Her injuries looked so much more severe out of the rain, with trails of blood against her skin and new bruises already coming to light.

      “What the hell is going on?” Nathaniel asked, the only one to avoid injury.

      “It was Alidyr,” Asher stated flatly, his eyes fixed on Faylen. “He tried to take the gem.”

      “What? How?” Nathaniel did his best to stay out of Reyna’s way, who was darting around collecting sheets to use as bandages.

      “We saw this type of magic at Syla’s Gate…” the princess said on her way past.

      “The assassin with Ro Dosarn,” Asher explained. “Alidyr knows magic that allows him to possess people.”

      “Not people,” Reyna replied on her way back into the room. “This kind of magic is powerful and very old, but there is no spell in all of Verda that allows one to possess just anyone.”

      “What are you saying?” Nathaniel asked.

      Reyna tore a pillowcase into strips and wrapped them around Faylen’s knuckles and palms. “The spell must work like tracking magic. The caster can only track someone if they’re marked or in possession of an item that has been marked.”

      Asher started to take in Faylen from head-to-toe, checking for any signs of Alidyr’s trickery. Reyna sat opposite the ranger and began lifting limbs and running her fingers along her mentor’s skin, but neither could find anything out of the ordinary.

      “Her back,” Nathaniel said with some urgency. “She had pain in her shoulder.”

      “Help me,” Reyna asked, as she and the ranger slowly turned the elf over.

      There were already rips and tears across Faylen’s clothes, but the princess wasted no time ripping a bigger hole. Her back was covered in cuts and bruises from her time trapped in Nightfall, but the burns to her left shoulder stood out. The pattern was intricate and covered her entire shoulder blade, the burns raised against the skin.

      “What is that?” Asher asked, his fingers tracing the glyphs.

      “Ancient runes,” Reyna replied. “I can't read all of them. This one here, though, that is the symbol for Atarae, the goddess of destiny.”

      Asher took in the symbols, their meaning dawning on him. “This kind of spell removes your destiny,” he said absently. “Makes you a puppet instead.”

      The desperation in Reyna’s voice focused Asher. “As long as this marks her skin, Faylen’s body belongs to Alidyr. We have to remove it…”

      “Remove it?” Nathaniel echoed. “How exactly do we remove a burn?”

      The princess sat back, her hand cupping her mouth as she examined the mark. Asher was at a loss for what to do. Nightfall gave little teaching around the subject of spells and growing up with Paldora’s gem gave him such an affinity for magic that he never needed to learn. What he did know, was that Alidyr could take back control at any minute. They had no idea if the spell only worked while Faylen was conscious or if Alidyr had the power to wake her up.

      Reyna’s eyes lit up. “We need to alter the mark!”

      Nathaniel didn't sound convinced. “You mean cut a piece away?”

      “No,” the princess replied, her hands resting over the raised glyphs. “We just need to stop it from being this exact symbol. See these runes? They’re each specific to this spell, every one needed just as they are. If even one of them was wrong it wouldn't work.”

      “You’re talking about burning her,” Asher said with a dark tone.

      “We have no other choice.” Reyna’s tone was firm, but the ranger could hear an edge of uncertainty in her voice. “I can't produce a destructive spell so fine. Nathaniel, pass me that fire iron.”

      The Graycoat hesitated for only a moment. The iron poker glowed with a vibrant orange at one end, its immense heat sending ripples into the air. Reyna commanded both men to hold the elf down, though Asher hoped Faylen would remain unconscious for the ordeal.

      She didn't.

      Asher and Nathaniel pressed into the bed, pinning the stronger Faylen, while Reyna quickly ran the poker over one of the glyphs. The sound and smell were nauseating, but the ranger was forced to concentrate on Faylen’s arm and leg, as the thrashing elf threatened to fight her way free. After a few seconds of rolling the hot fire iron over her skin, the elf sagged and fell back into oblivion.

      All three of them stepped back, exhausted in every way. It was sickening that they had been compelled to perform such an atrocity to their friend. It was another reason to ensure that Alidyr found his end before this war was over. Asher clenched his fist with the rising anger inside of him, but the swelling around his knuckles made it almost impossible.

      “I will kill that beast for this,” Reyna said with fresh tears in her eyes. “Wherever he is, he had better be hurting...”
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        * * *

      

      Alidyr Yalathanil was thrown across the ground, his body skidding backwards over the fallen leaves and wet mud. Even under the shelter of The Willows, the torrential rain had found him, soaking his dirtied robes and matting his black hair to his face. The aches and pains Faylen had endured stayed with him for several minutes, keeping the ancient elf prone and alone in the forest.

      By the time he sat up, his nose no longer felt broken and his fists didn't feel as if they had been used in the place of an anvil. Remaining on his knees, frustrated and infuriated, Alidyr screamed into the night. His machinations were foiled again and again by the ranger and his companions. How could one human cause so much damage? The elf clawed his way up the trunk of a tree until he found his feet, which still ached as if he had been the one to kick the princess.

      Atarae’s spells were powerful, but they came with a price. It seemed all he had done was pay the price, ever since the ranger was tasked with escorting Princess Reyna to Velia. To learn that he had been in possession of Paldora’s gem since he was a boy, under Alidyr’s very nose, only added to the humiliation that Asher continued to stand in his way.

      He could still see his master, circling him in Calmardra. There was no doubt that Valanis had been moments away from killing him. A part of Alidyr knew that’s what should have happened, that after so many failures his fate should be death. Now he faced exile. Exile from the Hand, from his master’s side and exile from a Verda fit for the gods.

      The hatred and righteous anger that lived inside Alidyr would see him go on, however, until he finally had that Outlander’s heart in his hand. Asher had seen to it that he was robbed of everything from his title to his place in the new world. That was an injustice that could only be undone with blood.

      The elf fell to his knees again in despair, clutching the hilt of his diamond-tipped short-sword. He felt a sense of hope in that grip, a sense of atonement that could be achieved. Should he catch up to the ranger and reclaim his other blade and the gem, there was a chance that Valanis would welcome him back into the light. With what little energy he could summon, Alidyr stood up and strode out of The Willows, heading north…
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      Gideon slowly made his way up the rocky tiers, careful not to fall over with his eyes fixed on the relic before him. A surge of magic through his staff had the light pushing the shadows further back and Adriel whispered the softest of spells to have the orbs above them increase their glow. The purple crystals, dotted throughout the cavern, sparkled back at the young Dragorn, but their beauty was dulled when compared to The Veil.

      A slender podium of rock sat underneath the metallic orb, though it offered no support, as The Veil floated several inches above it. Under the light from his staff, Gideon could see delicate runes tracing the surface of the orb, but they were too small to make out.

      “I thought it would be… bigger,” Gideon said.

      “Astonishing, isn't it?” Adriel walked around the other side of the natural podium. “That so much evil could be unleashed upon the world by something so small.”

      Gideon had longed for a life of adventure during his days in Korkanath, and despite the harrowing nature of his life since he had left that island, discovering an ancient relic in the heart of a mountain, where no human has ever been before, brought a smile to his face.

      “How does it work?” the Dragorn asked.

      “We do not know,” Adriel replied. “It was studied for a time, but it never revealed a single secret. We know from the memories of Garganafan himself that it opens a doorway to another place, but that is all.”

      “How do we know dropping it back into the pools of Naius will destroy it? Kaliban has never been found.”

      Adriel reached out and took The Veil from its floating perch. “Elandril and many other powerful Dragorn attempted to destroy it over the years. It is resistant to all magic, even that of a dragon’s. It was Angala the wise who sat with it for over a year on The Lifeless Isles.”

      Gideon could still hear the dragon’s dying roar in the heart of Malaysai. He hadn't known the dragon in any great depth, but he shared Ilargo’s heart now, and in so doing he shared their loss and the pain of her passing.

      “When she emerged once more,” Adriel continued, “Angala proclaimed that it could only be destroyed by the very magic that created it.” The ancient Dragorn looked at The Veil with an intensity that Gideon had come to expect from the elf. “It was you, not I, who saw the new role of the Dragorn in this world. It should be you who rids Verda of this threat. No Dragorn as young or inexperienced as you has ever been given such a perilous task. But I believe there has never been a Dragorn such as you, Gideon Thorn.” Adriel offered the orb to Gideon. “The Veil is under your protection now…”

      The weight and responsibility of what lay before him continued to press upon Gideon in waves, but standing with The Veil offered to him, the young Dragorn felt nothing but a sense of purpose. He would see the relic of these so-called gods destroyed and there was nothing, neither Valanis or an army of Darkakin, that would stop him. He reached out and took The Veil from Adriel’s open palm. It was heavier than he imagined and cool in his hands, but only for a second.

      Then it became warm...

      Then it became hot…

      “Adriel…” Gideon could feel the heat radiating through his hand.

      The elf was too slow to react, however, and the magic contained within ran up Gideon’s arm. No, he realised. It wasn't running up his arm, The Veil was pulling magic out of him as if he were nothing more than a lightning rod.

      Let go of it! Ilargo warned.

      It was too late. The Veil came to life with a series of fine rings that popped out of the metal casing. The golden rings ran around the orb in different directions at incredible speed. Adriel shot his hand out to snatch the relic, but the light and energy that exploded from within threw both Dragorn across the cavern. When they finally stopped rolling down the rocky tiers, The Veil could no longer be seen, concealed as it was behind a curtain of brilliant light.

      Gideon’s fingers explored the gloom for his staff, but it was nowhere in sight. Wiping the trickle of blood from his eyebrow, the young Dragorn picked himself up as Adriel came to stand beside him, watching the spectacle.

      “What happened?” Gideon asked frantically.

      Adriel couldn't find any words to reply, only an expression of confusion and concern found their voice. After a moment’s contemplation, the elf looked down at Gideon’s palm and lifted his entire hand by the wrist. The mage half-expected to see a burn where he had held The Veil, but there was no evidence of trauma.

      “Of course…” Adriel said with the gravest of tones. “It reveals itself only to man.”

      A bottomless pit opened inside Gideon’s stomach and the feeling of failure, combined with impending doom, worked to overcome his senses. What had he done? The Veil had been in the safe hands of elves for thousands of years and one touch from him had undone everything the Dragorn had sworn to protect.

      “What do we do now?” Gideon asked.

      You need to get out of there! Ilargo replied, the dragon’s voice full of terror.

      “You need to close it down,” Adriel said on his way back up the rocky tiers.

      Gideon followed the elf with his hand raised to block the light from blinding him. “How do I do that?”

      “We must find a way before -” Adriel’s words froze on the end of his lips.

      The light collapsed in on itself and The Veil fell to the ground with an unceremonious thud. Standing, in the place of the ethereal gateway, was a man dressed in long, black robes lined with scarlet. A liver-spotted hand, adorned with a bulbous blue gem, held a tall staff that ended in a pointed spear. Sparkling crystals ran up the haft until they met a jagged, red gem. The sleeves of his robes were tucked inside a pair of plated bracers, each bejewelled with smaller green crystals.

      The pointed, crooked nose of an old man looked down at them, his features surrounded by flowing white hair and a beard that stretched down to his belt, which was laden with scrolls and pouches. His eyes were those of a hungry man and his mouth twisted into a wicked grin.

      “Dragon Riders…” he whispered, his words echoing around the silent cavern.

      Adriel recovered from the shock of his appearance first. The elf pushed out his hands with a destructive spell, but magic had abandoned them.

      Get out of there! Ilargo’s shout sounded distant and faint to Gideon now.

      Adriel tried one more time but his efforts only brought a wider smile to the man’s face. He stamped his staff into the ground and a blastwave of bright energy washed over both Dragorn, throwing them back into the cavern. Adriel’s flight came to a sudden stop when the elf impacted against one of the pillars, leaving Gideon to tumble through the purple crystals and stalagmites.

      Ilargo… he called to his companion.

      You cannot beat him, Gideon. He has Crissalith!

      Impossible. He just hit us with a spell…

      Get out, Gideon! Ilargo pushed the image of the blue gem on the man’s bony finger before his presence disappeared entirely.

      Being cut off from Illargo was devastating to Gideon on every level. A wave of depression threatened to overcome him as if a physical weight had been placed on his back. For a moment he felt blind, deaf, and dumb and worried he would never recover. It was the sounds of Adriel’s groans that eventually brought Gideon back to reality. The young Dragorn struggled to his feet, doing his best to ignore the fresh cuts that covered his body.

      Their attacker’s staff resounded against the rock as the wizard made his way down to the cavern floor. Adriel was at his feet, crawling through the shallow pools with blood running from the back of his head and mixing with the water.

      “You would raise your hand to me?” The wizard walked around Adriel. “I was present for your creation! Where is the respect, elf? You should be worshipping me!”

      “You’re… not a god,” Adriel said through gritted teeth.

      “I am Krayt! The god of war! I was worshipped as such before you were born, elf, and I shall be worshipped after you are gone.” The wizard whipped his staff up with both hands and hit Adriel in the ribs, reducing the ancient Dragorn to a curled up ball.

      “Leave him alone!” Gideon shouted. He had no plan, but he was running through the cavern with his anger leading the way.

      “Silence, whelp!” Krayt pointed his staff at Gideon and let loose a ball of molten fire. The spell collided with another pillar but its trajectory forced Gideon to roll to the side in order to stay alive.

      The young Dragorn jumped back up with Abigail’s wand in hand; it was an instinct he could not ignore. Only when he aimed it at Krayt’s back, whose attention had returned to Adriel, did Gideon remember he couldn't use magic anymore. But the wizard could… Gideon saw the blue gem Ilargo had pushed upon him resting on Krayt’s bony finger.

      Krayt flicked his staff into the air and flung Adriel into a pillar, pinning him in place with magic. “For millennia your wretched kind have allied with those beasts to keep us trapped! I have been forced to watch the world from behind a veil of fog. ME! THE GOD OF WAR!” Adriel cried out under the magical strain, which stretched his limbs in every direction.

      Gideon crept back up to the highest tier, careful to avoid the puddles and shattered crystals. It was darker now, with only one of Adriel’s orbs left floating above. The mage crouched low and searched the jagged ground using his hands to touch every surface. The Veil knocked against the side of his hand and rolled away, teetering on the lip of the ledge. He quickly scooped it up with a pouch from his belt, taking care not to touch it with the palm of his hand.

      “You are the last of the Dragon Riders,” Krayt was still looking up at Adriel. “I am torn between killing you now and keeping you alive to torment for all time. You can't imagine how bored I've been…”

      Gideon used his every word to gain footing, the sound masking his steps. The only weapon left to him was Mournblade, but removing it from the scabbard would alert the wizard. Since the gods clearly weren't on his side, pure luck had him tread on top of his fallen staff. Even without magic, the staff was a strong piece of wood, enchanted to withstand a blow from a sword.

      Thick veins became prominent on Adriel’s face as he attempted to push his head away from the pillar. “You will… never rule this… world. And I am not… the last Dragorn!”

      Gideon sprung his attack, swinging the staff in the manner of a club. Krayt turned on the spot with more speed than should have graced a man of his age. The wizard met Gideon’s staff with his own, only Krayt’s staff expelled enough magic to snap the mage’s in half. The shock of it ran up both of Gideon’s arms and he dropped what remained of his shattered staff. There was no time to take in what had just happened or come to terms with the fact that his staff had been broken. The jagged, red gem on the end of Krayt’s staff swung round and connected with his face, whipping his head around and sending the young Dragorn to the ground.

      “Indeed, it seems you are not the last Rider, elfling.” The god of war looked down on Gideon, an animal looking down on tastier prey. “You have my permission to die.” The wizard released Adriel and thrust the spear-tip of his staff into the elf’s chest.

      “NO!” Gideon looked up from the ground to see his mentor’s face drop and contort into agony.

      Adriel’s hands gripped the spear impaling him to the pillar, but his eyes focused on Gideon. “Vi’tari…” The light left his eyes and his entire body slumped until Krayt freed his staff, leaving the elf to crumple at his feet.

      “Such a useless breed,” the wizard commented. “Still, they will make excellent slaves.”

      Gideon couldn't find the strength to stand in the sight of so much blood pooling under Adriel. The elf had lived for thousands of years, becoming a font of wisdom and knowledge that Gideon would need if he was to become a Dragorn worthy of his predecessors. In the blink of an eye, he was gone. Gideon’s grief was tenfold when he realised that Galandavax would be dead at the base of the mountain. The young Dragorn suddenly feared for Ilargo’s life more than his own.

      Krayt moved away from Gideon with no fear of the young Dragorn. “You have no idea how good it feels to kill an actual living being. For eons, I’ve had to settle with… shades. You can't imagine what it’s like on the other side. A world where you can shape mountains with a thought, raise castles from the dirt and create life, or a least something close to life. More like figments of our imagination. It sufficed for a time, but you always knew they weren't real. Ha! Listen to me, prattling on. I’ve only had nineteen people to speak to for...” The wizard’s eyes glazed over. “...Eternity.” Krayt blinked and shook his head. “I suppose I should get on with killing you then. There is a kingdom to rebuild after all!”

      “The world has moved on since you left,” Gideon knew he was stalling the inevitable, but he didn't know what he was stalling it for yet. “Illian has six kingdoms already. There’s no place for you or your king.” The mage crawled over to a thick stalagmite and used it to stand up.

      “Oh, but I’m not alone, little Dragon Rider. Besides the armies Valanis has risen in our name, Atilan, king of the first men will soon return and with him my brothers and sisters. Naius will unleash magic the world has never seen, Ikaldir will hunt down any who rebel, Nalmiron will bring about storms so powerful they will make the earth tremble!” Krayt laughed. “You cannot imagine the power of my king. I have a whole pantheon of gods behind me, boy, each more powerful than any mage or elf.” The wizard focused on the pouch hanging from Gideon’s belt. “Give The Veil to me.”

      Gideon gritted his teeth, hearing Adriel’s last word echo in his mind. “You’ll never leave this mountain.” The Dragorn pulled Mournblade free from its scabbard.

      Krayt raised his shaggy eyebrow. “Give me The Veil, child, or I’ll drag you out of this mountain and make you watch as I peel every scale from your dragon’s hide.”

      “His name is Ilargo, and you shouldn't threaten him.” Gideon gave in to Mournblade and launched at Krayt with the tip of his scimitar aimed at his heart.

      “Foolish boy!” The wizard raised his staff, emitting a light as bright as the sun.

      Gideon felt his eyes burn and the blade in his hands be swept aside. The cavern became impossible to navigate with spots in his eyes, turning the details in silhouettes. His sword arm jumped about, seemingly without his command, and batted Krayt’s attacks away. The Vi’tari was keeping him safe from a beating, but it could not hold off magic. Gideon guessed the spell to be that of fire, since his chest burned as he flew across the cavern, but when his senses finally returned he could see and feel the ice on his jacket.

      Krayt was bearing down on him again and he thought of Ilargo. He had to keep fighting for the dragon, his life depended on it. The Dragorn shot up and combined form three of the  Mag’dereth with the lethality of Mournblade. The scimitar cut through the air and his limbs added to the melee, forcing the wizard to retreat into the heart of the cavern. Staff and sword collided with immense force and a shower of sparks. For a time, Gideon really thought he was winning.

      That thought was fleeting.

      A quick cut across Krayt’s leg dropped the god of war to one knee, but it only forced the wicked wizard to use magic to save his life. An outstretched hand came at Gideon and with it a wave of rippling air. Then Krayt was gone. His dark robes moved around the stalagmites in a blur of red piping, darting in and out of the Dragorn’s position. As quickly as he had vanished, he was once again standing in front of the mage, smiling.

      Gideon groaned and fell to the ground, his grip on Mournblade faltering. His body was covered from head-to-toe in gashes and the pain from every one made themselves known at the same time. The Dragorn couldn't even find a word as he used all of his energy to stop himself from passing out. Blood trickled from the numerous wounds and ran over the rocky ground, to the base of Krayt’s spear-tipped staff, now coated in more blood.

      It was impossible for any being to move that fast, even with magic, the speed would crush every bone in the caster’s body. With what little rationale Gideon could summon, he realised the spell Krayt cast must have slowed him down..

      The wizard laughed mercilessly. “This is so-much-fun! If it weren't for the drab surroundings I would have it last for days. Alas, it has been some time since I have seen the real sky or felt the true texture of grass under my feet. I imagine the breeze to be magnificent…”

      Gideon was barely taking any of it in. Beyond the god of war, he could see Adriel’s dead body lying in a heap. The Dragorn deserved more than that. Ilargo deserved more than that too, and in a few moments, that same fate would find the dragon after the wizard scattered his body across the cavern.

      Gideon gripped the hilt of Mournblade until his knuckles turned white. The pressure split the cuts on his hands and it hurt like hell, but the Dragorn used the pain to focus him. He gripped the blade, pointing it into the ground until his hands shook and tears welled in his eyes.

      “Your time… has already ended.” Gideon could taste blood in his mouth.

      Krayt tilted his head. “You challenge a god? Who are you to bring me down?”

      Gideon blinked the tears away, his next move absolute. “I am the last Dragorn…”

      He charged forward with his last burst of energy and flicked Mournblade high into the air, releasing it to spin into the hanging stalactite. The pointed slab of rock crumbled and fell back to the ground with the scimitar. Krayt raised his staff and erected a shield to deflect the debris, but Gideon knew he would never kill the god of war with such an obvious attack. His body flowed into form four of the Mag’dereth, turning his every limb into a weapon. As Krayt raised his head to the threat from above, Gideon leaped into the air with his fist held back. The timing was perfect and his fist slammed into the wizard’s throat, crushing his windpipe.

      Everything hit the ground at the same time. Debris from the stalactite scattered behind them with the clatter of Mournblade, as Gideon came to land on top of Krayt, who had dropped his staff to clasp his hands around his throat. He sputtered and choked into the cold cavern, his eyes wide with fear. Gideon gripped the wizard’s wrist and stamped on it, pinning the arm down. As quick as he could, the Dragorn tugged the blue gemmed ring from his finger, leaving Krayt a slave to his own Crissalith. No magic was going to help him now.

      Gideon slowly stood over the wizard, picking up the fallen staff as he did. “Without magic, you’re just an old man. You were never a god…” The Dragorn grounded the staff down into Krayt’s chest. His robes took on a darker shade and the gasp that escaped his lips faded with the life in his eyes.

      The staff began to hum and the jagged, red gem pulsed with a soft glow. Gideon pocketed Krayt’s blue, crystal ring and stepped back, all the more aware of his injuries now. The soft glow became more intense and the frequency emitted from the gem clawed at the mage’s ears. Small cracks appeared along the haft, releasing slithers of brilliant light. This was a spell he had heard of, during his days at Korkanath. It wasn't good.

      Scooping up Mournblade was all he had time for during his mad dash for the mouth of the cavern. The light from the wizard’s staff illuminated every corner of the gloom now, though a little light was the least of Gideon’s worries.

      Adriel…

      The thought had the Dragorn stop in his tracks, an error he couldn't afford. He doubled back and picked up the elf’s body, throwing him over one shoulder. The added weight slowed him down and bit into all of his wounds, but he wouldn't leave Adriel’s body to be buried under the same mountain as that wretch, he deserved better.

      The spell reached its inevitable apex and exploded. The sight and sound of it were lost on Gideon, who was flung into the cave wall outside the mouth of the cavern. His feet left the floor and the force of it hurtled the Dragorn into oblivion…
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      Reyna looked upon the ruined body of Faylen, sure that she would never overcome the guilt that resided inside of her. The cuts, bruises, and severe burn to her back were just as much their doing as they were Alidyr’s. Before journeying to Illian’s shores, the princess couldn't imagine hurting another being, let alone killing as many as she had, but the things she imagined doing to that twisted elf would have many of her kin turn away.

      A night and day had gone by since their fight and Faylen was yet to do anything but stir. Reyna had poured healing magic into the places she could, but her own energy was waning under the conditions. Sleep could not find her and she had lost her appetite for food. Nathaniel or Asher was always present to warn her against healing Faylen at the cost of her own health.

      Adellum’s enchanted bow rested against the nightstand, its black coating sparkling under the light of the moon. Without her strength, the princess knew she wouldn't be able to pull the string back. Reyna conceded to their advice, but she couldn't help feel that Faylen would be better awake and herself asleep. Faylen was far wiser and stronger in every way.

      “Asher’s taken up the watch,” Nathaniel said, sitting down opposite Reyna with a fresh bowl of water. “The entire town of Galosha passed through today. Velia is going to be awfully crowded.”

      Reyna nodded along, already aware of the townsfolk who had cut through Barrosh on their way to the capital. Being with Nathaniel was comforting and the princess hated it. They were better off walking away from each other when all of this was over, but she couldn't deny her feelings for him. Since Faylen had returned, Reyna had come to regret a lot of the things she had said to Nathaniel and Asher, realising now that she had said a lot of it in grief and a place of anger. Her mother would have been disappointed.

      “You’re blaming yourself,” Nathaniel announced from the awkward silence that had settled over the quiet room. “It’s written all over your face.”

      “I am tired of this war,” the princess replied. “What it requires of us…”

      “War is hard,” Nathaniel replied absently, his gaze distant.

      “No it isn't,” Reyna said. “That’s the problem. It should be hard, it should be crushing to take another life, to take so many lives… but it isn't. Since arriving in Illian all I've done is fight and kill and I’m good at it. I'm worried about what else there is to come, what horrors this war will require of me and how easily I accomplish it.” The princess turned away, to the fire, and shut her eyes tight to keep the tears inside.

      Nathaniel put his hand on top of hers and squeezed. She loved the feel of his rough hands and the warmth they always seemed to carry, whatever the weather. His touch was reassuring in the same way his presence was comforting. There was really no denying how she felt for the knight and when she considered it, her heart quickened in her chest.

      Could she love him knowing that her life would dwarf his own? The grief would be crippling but Nathaniel offered a glimpse of happiness Reyna had not known. His dark eyes looked back at her and she knew he was ready for anything, that he would take any life he could with her for as long as he had. The princess reached out and put a hand on his cheek, cupping his strong jaw in a delicate embrace. The words almost reached her lips when Asher came bounding up the stairs before bursting into the room.

      “We need to leave, now!” the ranger exclaimed.

      Reyna tilted her head away from the crackling of the fire and focused her hearing. It was faint at first but the sound rose until it was a cacophony that couldn't be ignored.

      Drums…

      “They’re here,” Asher explained.

      “How long have we got?” Nathaniel asked, gathering supplies from around the room.

      “The bulk of the army is still on the road, but scouts have been sent ahead. They’re already in the town…”

      Reyna brushed the hair from Faylen’s face. “She needs more rest. We cannot move her.”

      Asher turned back from peering out of the window. “We haven't a choice, Reyna. Alidyr and Thallan will be among them; they’ll burn this town to the ground to smoke us out.”

      “How far is Velia?” the princess asked.

      Nathaniel replied, “If we ride through the night we could be at the gates by dawn.”

      “Ride through the night?” Reyna repeated, concerned for Faylen.

      “The army couldn't give any real chase,” Asher said, “but the scouts on lizardback will hunt us down. If we stop they could have us fighting until the rest are on top of us.”

      Reyna took a deep breath. “Then we ride.”

      The men nodded and went about picking Faylen up as quickly and carefully as possible. Reyna led the way out of the Honey Bee with her bow nocked and ready to fire. Every arrow she removed from her enchanted quiver was immediately replaced by a new one.

      The sound of glass being smashed and doors broken echoed from around the town. The light of fires, big and small, created an orange aura over the tops of the houses and shops, as the Darkakin made themselves known. Reyna could hear their snarls and howls from inside the tavern, though they were at least one street over.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      After Asher and Nathaniel nodded, the princess lightly kicked open the door and strode into the street with her bow held high. Darkakin were climbers, that much she knew from the battle at Syla’s Gate. Faylen was carried out with an arm over each of the men and her head hanging limply in her chest. It slowed them down but they made it to the horses in good time.

      Being the last to enter the alley, Reyna caught sight of the few Darkakin at the end of the road. The savages were no longer attired in rags and loose armour, but instead they wore plated steel, stained black and smeared with blood, while their helmets were pointed like the beak of a hawk. They were joined by two more Darkakin astride a pair of giant lizards. The riders appeared from the roof of the building, above the scouts on the ground, the lizards’ claws digging into the tiles. There was no hiding from them, obvious as she was at the head of the alleyway.

      “Reyna!” Nathaniel hissed. The knight had helped Faylen onto Asher’s horse and prepared their own to make haste.

      When the princess looked back at the Darkakin, the riders had already jumped down onto the street. Their howls had turned to cheers of glee at finding new prey and they each wielded a spear. Those on the foot sprinted towards her swinging their axes and swords.

      Reyna took a calming breath and held it. War was easy. The first arrow flew from her bow and found the brain of the closest lizard. The magic from the bow had the arrow explode inside the creature’s gut and burst its sides, spraying the rider behind in hot blood and gore. The lizard’s rider was flung forward and into the street where Reyna’s boot was waiting to crack his jaw. The second arrow caught the remaining rider in the chest and sent him careening into those running behind.

      “Reyna!” Nathaniel shouted now. “We need to leave!”

      Three more lizard riders came skidding to the end of the road, backing up the runners. Reyna let loose one last arrow, which tore through two of the running Darkakin and into the wall at the end of the street. Satisfied with her streak, the elf nimbly jumped onto the saddle behind Nathaniel. The men guided the horses through the alleys and streets as more Darkakin emerged from the shadows. Behind them, it appeared the entire town was burning, engulfed in a wave of fire.

      The three lizard riders clambered over the rooftops, giving chase. Had Reyna not been fearing for their lives, she would have marvelled at the creatures.

      “They’re following us!” the princess shouted over the rush of the wind.

      Asher led them down another alley and the lizards disappeared from sight. The cramped spaces took the speed out of the horses, but the ranger was clearly ensuring that they couldn't be picked off by any archers. Ӧlli flew overhead, turning the princess’ head up to see the bulk of a giant lizard jumping from one roof to another, casting them in shadow for the briefest of moments. Reyna was sure to keep her bow nocked and her senses attuned.

      They rode out into a new street as one of the lizards dived through the corner of someone’s house, reducing it to debris. The creature’s mouth stretched wide to reveal its many layers of razor-sharp teeth, while its rider hefted a spear. Reyna wasted no time firing her arrow into the massive target that was the lizard’s mouth. The arrow stopped the creature in its tracks and it rolled over its own bulk, slave to the momentum. The rider was lost in the tumble, his death assured.

      “Where’s the north road?” Nathaniel shouted.

      “This way!” Asher replied, turning them down another street.

      They soon found themselves back on The Selk Road cutting through the heart of Barrosh. The main horde of Darkakin was easily seen now, at the opposite end of the town, at the south entrance. Their drums blared into the night and a trail of lit torches carried on to the horizon. The silhouettes of lumbering trolls and monstrous giants were scattered throughout the army, dragged with chains and threatened with spears. War machines were tugged along by giant lizards or pushed by the more submissive trolls.

      It looked nothing like the army that faced them at Syla’s Gate or West Fellion. Reyna didn't know the size of King Rengar’s army, but she feared it would not be large enough to repel such a foe as this. Combined with whatever King Merkaris of Namdhor brought down from the north, Velia was soon to be overrun. The princess questioned the logic of travelling to the capital of Alborn, a place where they would be trapped with the sea at their backs.

      There won't be any running from this, she thought. Velia was where they would stand and fight, be it victory or death that awaited them.

      “We have stood idle for too long,” Asher warned, tearing his own gaze from the marching army of savages.

      Giving the ranger credit, the remaining two lizards came to a stop on the roof beside them. Their riders looked down on the companions with hungry eyes.

      “Ride!” Nathaniel barked.

      Reyna fired an arrow, catching one of the lizards on its way down the baker’s shop. The creature dropped the rest of the way, forcing the second lizard to go wide. This gave them a few extra seconds to gain some distance and put Barrosh behind them. The Darkakin’s spear whistled past Reyna and Nathaniel’s ears, missing them by inches. Looking back, more riders had set off from the horde to join the chase. The princess wanted to fire arrow after arrow, but at their speed and encumbered by Nathaniel riding the horse, acquiring any accurate shot was impossible.

      Ahead of them, Faylen was lying with her head resting back on Asher’s shoulder. The ranger was holding onto her with one hand, while the other guided the horse. It was going to be the longest night of their lives. Reyna only hoped the horses were up to the challenge…
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      A golden dawn graced the green fields of Velia, its light promising the hope of a new day. Tauren Salimson had learned long ago that hoping achieved nothing; he had to fight for everything. This morning was going to be another fight. The people of Galosha had arrived in the night and been welcomed beyond Velia’s thick gates with open arms, embraced within its protection. Tauren was having none of it.

      “I demand to speak with King Rengar!” He was forced to shout over the line of Velian soldiers in an effort to be heard by one of the captains. “Whether we be welcome or not, I wish to speak with the man who lays claim to these lands!”

      “Piss off,” one of the guards replied casually.

      With Glaide, Doran, and Hadavad by his side, Tauren was confident they could break through the line of guards without killing any of them, but it would accomplish nothing. The Velian army would come down on the refugees of The Arid Lands with a vengeance. That he wasn't so sure they could beat.

      Doran snorted loudly. “Ye want to get the king’s attention, laddy? Break a few kneecaps, I say.” This comment gained more than a few apprehensive expressions from the guards. “Break a man’s kneecap and ye can hear him scream for miles! King Rengar can't ignore that...”

      Beyond the open gates, their new elven friend, Tai’garn, strode toward them. He appeared ready for a journey to Tauren, with his staff in one hand and the reins of a horse in the other. Two more elves accompanied him by the looks of their attire and magnificent blades. It seemed the elf had chosen to ignore their warning after all and set off for the south in search of the princess.

      “Is that Kaleb Jordain?” Hadavad asked, her focus between the helmeted heads in front of them.

      Glaide made an incredulous laugh. “I think it is.”

      “I can smell him from here!” Doran bellowed.

      Tauren followed their gaze to the dishevelled man walking beside the elves. His grey hair was a tangled mess and his moustache had grown a life of its own. Dulled armour lay cobbled over a tattered coat and the man held onto a bottle of wine the way most warriors would hold onto the hilt of their sword.

      “Who is he?” Tauren asked.

      Glaide glanced down at Doran before replying, “A ranger, of sorts.”

      “What’s he doin’ with elves?” the son of Dorain asked, shuffling this way and that to see past the wall of Velian guards.

      Tai’garn was halted by one of the captains Tauren had been eager to speak with. The elf didn't appear impressed with the man blocking his path, but Tauren couldn't hear the words they bartered.

      Hadavad  said quietly, “I wouldn't get in the way of an elven elder if I were him…”

      Eager to see more magic, Tauren wondered if Tai’garn would turn the guards into frogs or simply make them disappear. It would certainly make it easier for them to walk through the gates.

      Everything stopped at the sound of an ear-piercing horn. It came from somewhere on the wall, high above them, and continued to spread alarm across the city. The view beyond the guards became chaotic, with people running in every direction. The captain talking to Tai’garn broke away and began shouting orders at his men. His words were lost between the blaring horn and the cries from within the city, though Tauren suspected what would come next.

      “They’re closing the gates!” Glaide exclaimed, as the group of guards rushed backward, making way for the large doors to be closed.

      “NO, NO, NO!” Tauren held up his hands to plead with them. “You have to let us in!”

      “What’s goin’ on?” Doran asked.

      Hadavad was the first to make a dash for the southern wall, where the view gave way to miles of land. What greeted them was a sight like no other. Tauren fought the instinctual urge to turnabout and run until he was sick. The horizon had given birth to a black mass of death, an army so large that the White Owl was sure he could feel their approach under his feet. Smoke rose over the top of the Darkakin horde, originating from the thousands of torches they carried. Had it not been for the horn that rang out across Velia, Tauren knew the drums of their army would be heard rolling over the fields.

      The magnitude of what was about to set upon them held each in silence. Tauren could think of a dozen curse words to describe how he felt and what he thought of the savages heading their way, but the indomitable will of the Darkakin froze him to the spot.

      Panic. That was what he needed to overcome and he needed to do it quickly. The sound of his own people, falling into disarray, gave the White Owl purpose again. He needed to keep them safe.

      “What is that?” Hadavad asked, directing Tauren back to the marching horde.

      In the distance and riding hard were two horses, closely followed by a pack of Darkakin on lizardback. Tauren knew a chase when he saw one, having been on both sides during his life on Karath’s streets. As the riders drew closer it became apparent that both horses had two people astride each. It was also apparent that the horses were on their last legs, with the lizards catching up to them.

      “It’s Asher!” Hadavad cried, her eyes keener than the rest.

      “That’s not fair! Ye’ve got younger eyes again!” Doran removed the short but wide sword from its scabbard and whistled with his fingers, calling the boisterous warhog to his side.

      They were interrupted when Tai’garn and the two elves rode up beside them. Clearly, the guards at the gate had more pressing issues than three elves who wanted to leave the city. The elder didn't say anything from atop his steed, but his square jaw was set and his bright eyes were firmly on Asher and the others.

      “Get your people to the gate, Tauren Salimson,” the elf finally said.

      “What are you going to do?” Tauren asked.

      “To the gate!” Tai’garn repeated before setting off into the fields.

      Tauren hesitated, distracted as he was by the sight of three elves charging into ten-thousand Darkakin. “General Kail!” he shouted. The veteran warrior emerged on horseback from between the lower city’s buildings. “General! Get everyone to the gates! Now!”

      Kail paused when he saw the Darkakin forces but, to his credit, he recovered faster than Tauren had. He immediately marshalled his men and coordinated the efforts to move everyone east, toward the gates. Looking back at the approaching riders, Tauren could see the exhaustion on their faces, especially that of Faylen, who appeared almost dead in the ranger’s arms.

      They soon crossed paths with Tai’garn, and his two companions broke off to ride alongside Reyna and the others. It couldn't have been a moment too soon, as the horses collapsed under them with a screeching neigh. One of the elves, in a daring and unorthodox manoeuvre, caught Faylen before she hit the ground and swung her onto his horse. Asher and Nathaniel both rolled across the ground where Reyna simply landed on her feet. Forced to abandon the horses, they made their way towards Tauren and the rangers, but the Darkakin were still gaining ground every second.

      Tai’garn brought his horse to an abrupt stop and gracefully touched down on the grass. His blue robes billowed in the winter breeze and his wooden staff stood rooted as a tree beside him. Tauren wanted to call out and warn the elf that his stand was folly, that no elf or man could stand against a dozen Darkakin on lizardback with an army of thousands behind them.

      Tauren soon learned that the power of an elder was more than that of just a man or even an elf.

      The Darkakin thundered over the fields with great speed, their bows and spears aimed at the new prey, seemingly defenseless. With only metres between them, the elf dropped to one knee and stamped his staff into the ground. It was a simple thing to do, but when it came to magic, nothing was simple. In the same way the waves of The Adean rippled across the ocean, the ground cracked like a pane of glass and the field was no longer flat. The giant lizards fell into the cracks, twisting their bodies until limbs broke and their riders were tossed from the saddles. Some were entirely hidden behind the rising ground, never to be seen again when the land finally settled.

      By the time Tai’garn stood up, the remaining lizards were dead or injured and their riders lay very still on the ground. That one slab of terrain would forever be different to the surrounding fields, a blemish on the green plains. The elf straddled his horse and rode back to the lower city with his staff held high, allowing all of Velia to see his beacon.

      There was no time to stop and speak with Asher and his companions. They had to make it to the gate before the bulk of the Darkakin arrived. Despite the blaring horn over their heads, the sound of the drums beat across the sky, preceding the savages. It was madness at the main gates, with thousands of refugees crowding, screaming, and begging for the doors to be opened. General Kail’s voice boomed over the ruckus and his men banged the hilts of their swords against the gates.

      The crowd parted without protest when Tai’garn rode through the throng, his staff alight over their heads. In Tauren’s eyes, all elves had a majestic quality to them, and Tai’garn was no exception, though the southerner felt the elder’s presence commanded respect without him ever uttering a word.

      “OPEN THE GATES!” Tai’garn’s voice sounded exaggerated as it silenced the terrified crowd.

      “Look to the south,” came the reply from the top of the wall. Tauren narrowed his vision and found the source to be General Falcor. “We cannot open the gates!”

      Another man joined the general on the wall and only the blind would miss the golden crown on his head.

      “KING RENGAR!” Tai’garn bellowed. “OPEN THE GATES… OR I WILL OPEN THEM FOR YOU!”

      In the pause that came, only the sound of the marching army could be heard. The Darkakin were chanting now, their guttural language an offense to Tauren’s ears.

      “I will open them,” Reyna said with her black bow in hand.

      Tauren had seen that particular bow in action and knew it to be powerful enough. In fact, he feared it might even destroy some of the surrounding wall. Asher placed a hand on the limb of the bow and the elf lowered it, just as the colossal doors began to swing open. Tauren’s people didn't wait for a formal invitation; they swarmed the entrance. The rangers hung back with the elves, making certain everyone made it inside Velia.

      “Tai’garn!” Tauren shouted, after everyone had made it through, spotting the elf’s sentinel form in front of the gate. “What are you doing? We need to close the gates!”

      The elder drove his staff into the earth in front of the entrance. The wood didn't move, grounded as it was. The elf crouched down and with one finger he drew runes into the mud around his staff. Tai’garn finished with a whisper that only his staff could hear.

      “CLOSE THE GATE!” one of the captains yelled.

      Tai’garn strode into the city proper with only inches left before the gates slammed shut and three heavy bolts ran horizontally across the doors.

      “What was that?” the White Owl asked.

      “Time,” the elf replied cryptically.

      “ARCHERS!” The order came from atop the walls, moments before the sound of a thousand arrows shot into the air.

      The first few streets were packed with refugees from three towns and the survivors of Karath. Tauren was used to being jostled but judging by the expression on the elder’s face, Tai’garn was not as accustomed. His two elven companions arrived at his side with Faylen in the arms of one. They were just as beautiful as him, leaving Tauren to wonder if there were any ugly elves in Ayda.

      “Elder Tai’garn…” Reyna emerged from the mob, a vision despite her exhaustion.

      Tai’garn bowed his head. “Princess Reyna.”

      The princess’ expression told of her discomfort. “Please, why are you here? How long have you been in Illian?”

      Tai’garn took in their cramped surroundings. “Perhaps there is a better place for this conversation, My Lady.”

      “Reyna…” Asher brought their attention to Faylen, who he lifted from the other elf’s arms. The ranger ignored the elf’s shock and threatening look as he took her in his arms. Tauren also noticed the twitch on Tai’garn’s face when his princess was called without her title.

      “Faylen needs healing magic,” Reyna gripped the elder’s arm. “I have done all that I can without rest.”

      Tai’garn nodded but the king of Velia appeared with an entourage of knights. “Princess Reyna! It warms my heart to know that you are safe, I only wish it was with more fortuitous tidings…” Rengar glanced at the high walls where more arrows left their bows.

      “We need somewhere to put Faylen down,” Reyna quickly responded.

      “We have room in the palace,” King Rengar gestured to the small fortress raised above the city.

      I bet you do, Tauren thought, wondering where this hospitality had been only an hour ago. The group followed the king, escorted by his trusted knights who moved the never-ending crowds aside. Tauren felt a pang of guilt at leaving his people to enter the palace, but these few were the ones who made all the decisions and he needed to be there as his people’s voice.

      “Kaleb…” Glaide brought up the rear with Doran and Hadavad.

      “Jonus Glaide, as I live and breath!” The dishevelled ranger patted Glaide on the back.

      Doran snorted. “I see ye remained on this side of the gate, Jordain.”

      “Well…” Kaleb shrugged. “There’s no taverns on that side.”

      Listening to savages baying for blood on the other side of the wall, Tauren could only hope the drunken ranger knew how to handle the sword on his belt as well as he did the drink in his hand.
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            The hook of the world

          

        

      

    

    
      Galanӧr couldn't remember whether the dragon he currently clung to was Vorgraf the mountain child or Beldroga the great hunter, all he knew was, he wanted to get off and feel the comfort of solid ground under his feet again. They had reached the claw-like appendage of Ayda, known as the Hook of the World, some time ago now. Adilandra was already resting on the beach below, along with many of the dragons who had flown non-stop since leaving Gravosai. Galanӧr’s dragon, however, had chosen to remain in the air, gliding over the land.

      “Excuse me!” the elf shouted from between the dragon’s neck horns. “Have you forgotten that I’m still back here?”

      The dragon tilted its head, catching Galanӧr with one eye, and grunted deep in its throat. The elf had no idea how to take that, be it a good sign or a bad one. The warrior’s stomach lurched, indicating the sudden drop in altitude. The sandy beach rushed up to meet them with the dragon giving no sign as to whether he would stop or simply dive into the ground. It took everything Galanӧr had to keep his mouth shut and simply hold on, trusting the dragon didn't have a death wish.

      Two smaller dragons hurried out of the way, leaving a larger space for the older wyrm to land. Galanӧr sighed a breath of relief when all four of the dragon’s claws dug deep into the beach and he had the opportunity to jump off. Before the sand took his full weight, the dragon launched itself back into the air, its massive wings blowing a storm of sand about the elf. It took Galanӧr another moment to spit the sand from his mouth and clear his vision.

      “Thank you!” he shouted at the departing dragon.

      Two of the closest dragons shook their heads in quick motion. Thanks to his time with Ilargo, Galanӧr knew this to be the way in which dragons showed their amusement.

      The elf patted his battle-worn leathers down and approached Adilandra. “You know your life has taken a bit of a turn when dragons are laughing at you.”

      There was no response from his queen, who sat cross-legged on an outcropping of rock. Her eyes were open, though any sign of life was missing, replaced with two white orbs. Galanӧr had seen this magic used before and knew exactly what Adilandra was doing. He decided to wait patiently by her side, hoping against the odds that Reyna’s owl was back by her side and watching over the events in Illian.

      Rainael the emerald star sat regally in the distance, her gaze northward. The queen of dragons had remained apart from the bulk of the dragons since they left Gravosai. Galanӧr couldn't speak to her and Rainael refused to share her emotions with either of them, but the warrior suspected the green dragon was like any mother and worried about her offspring. Gideon and Ilargo were many miles north of here, hopefully on their return from Mount Garganafan by now, but it was also the first time Ilargo had been away from their kind and the protection such numbers offered.

      That thought had the elf turning to the south, where Malliath the voiceless had flown away. There was a dragon who didn't need to worry about safety in numbers. Woes betide any who came across the black dragon, plagued as he was by his captivity at Korkanath. Wherever Malliath found himself, Galanӧr hoped the dragon would find some solace at last.

      His thoughts were disturbed by the number of dragons who all looked up at once. The elf turned back to the sea, curious as to what favoured the attention of so many. The enormous dragon he had been flying upon was plummeting into the ocean as a spear thrown from the heavens. At the last second, a pair of majestic wings unfurled and filled with air, stretching the membrane. The dragon’s four legs disappeared beneath The Adean’s surface, creating a spectacular splash. Tough wings flapped two more times before the dragon’s bulk lifted off again, only this time the surface was broken by another animal.

      Galanӧr watched, entranced by the sight as a dragon, who could only have been Beldroga the great hunter, flew back to the beach with a gigantic whale clutched between all four claws. Beldroga dropped the whale onto the beach with a thud that Galanӧr felt under his feet, and held the fresh prey down with his impressive bulk. A well-placed bite to its head was enough to kill the whale without any fuss. The other dragons quickly descended on the carcass with salivating maws. It was to be a bloody frenzy that Galanӧr didn't particularly wish to witness, but any such gore was prevented by Beldroga, who whipped his head up and growled at the younger dragons, giving them pause. The great hunter flicked his horned head towards the ocean before taking his next bite. The younger dragons hesitated, looking to one another for support. Whatever conversation passed between them all, it was clearly decided that a cheeky bite of the whale was not an option. The dragons took off into the sky, heading out into the bay in search of their own prey.

      “I see…” Galanӧr said with added volume, speaking over Beldroga’s loud chomping. “You’re teaching them to hunt.” The dragon looked up once and snorted, his face coated with blood and entrails. The elf was filled with the feeling of being disturbed and irritated. It took a moment for Galanӧr to realise what was really happening and he left Beldroga to finish his meal. “Dragons…” he sighed.

      The sight of the blood running into the water and the smell of the ocean air sent Galanӧr back to the island of Dragorn. His deeds there had been grave and would haunt him for all time. He could still see the children being snatched up and dragged into The Adean by the Mer-folk. It wouldn't matter how far he travelled or how many good deeds he accomplished, those children and those of Korkanath would follow him around for eternity.

      Thankfully, before he could fall into a great depression, Adilandra’s eyes blinked and her green irises looked back at him. Each blink produced a single tear that ran down her sun-kissed cheeks.

      “What is it?” Galanӧr rushed to her side. “What did you see?”

      It took some time for Adilandra to focus on the world around her. “Reyna and the others have found refuge in Velia… but they are surrounded.”

      “The Darkakin?”

      “Thousands of them,” Adilandra replied, her voice a whisper. “They were scattered and disorganised in Malaysai, but seeing them at the gates of Velia… I have not seen such a display since The Dark War.”

      “They have travelled with haste,” Galanӧr observed.

      “They have not travelled alone,” Adiladra said in a graver tone. “Among their numbers, I saw great beasts, monsters of land and machine. Trolls and mountain giants move weapons of war across the fields. Velia’s walls will not keep them out.”

      Galanӧr paced the soft dune, frustrated that he was stuck on another continent. “I knew we should have left after Malaysai. Destroying their cities here was pointless! They’ll lay claim to Illian now and never return to Ayda.”

      “Calm your mind, Galanӧr. You speak as if they have already won.”

      Galanӧr stopped pacing and faced his queen. “I saw how many left Malaysai, I know the numbers faced by the men of Velia. They cannot win. Humans…” the elf mused. “They cut their strength in half by training only men in the ways of war. Elves, dwarves, even Darkakin see the folly in that!”

      A shadow blocked out the sun and Galanӧr looked up to see Rainael the emerald star peering down at him. How a creature of such a size could creep up on him he would never know. Her vibrant, blue eyes bored down on him, holding the elf in place until a sense of calm overtook him.

      Adilandra lifted her head to the queen of dragons. “War has found Illian. The world of man stands on the brink…”

      Rainael took a slow breath and turned her head to the west, where Illian’s shores lay beyond sight. Galanӧr expected a rallying roar from the queen but it never came. The dragons continued to rest on the beach and Beldroga buried his head inside the whale. Rainael shifted her claws in the sand and turned to face the north-east, resuming the position she had taken since they arrived in the Hook of the World.

      Galanӧr looked to Adilandra for guidance, his enforced sense of calm coming to a swift end. He expected action from the dragons but it seemed he was yet again faced with their passive nature.

      “What’s happening?” he asked.

      “She would wait for the Dragorn,” Adilandra replied.

      “I know they said to wait, but…” Galanӧr was lost for words. The world would fall into ruin while they lounged on a beach. “Can't they speak to Ilargo or Galandavax? Perhaps they can meet us over The Adean?”

      Adilandra shook her head. “They are at Mount Garganafan. It is too far for their bond to carry.”

      “But we can't stay here!” Galanӧr protested. “Man can only hold the Darkakin off for so long. Not that it’ll matter if our kin arrives and lay waste to everything…”

      “Nothing shifts a dragon except a dragon,” Adilandra commented.

      “Of that, I am well aware.” Galanӧr felt as if he were stuck in Dragon’s Reach all over again. “How can you be so calm in the face of this… inaction?”

      “I have a lot more to lose in Velia than you do, Galanӧr of House Reveeri,” Adilandra snapped. “Some modicum of control is all we have left at this point. We have to respect the guidance of a Dragorn, even one as young as Gideon. They said they would meet us here with The Veil and so they shall.”

      Galanӧr sat down on the nearest rock, sure that the Dragorn should have arrived by now, or at least be close enough to communicate with Rainael. “Unless they don't,” he said ominously.

      “You worry for Gideon,” the queen stated.

      “I worry that the world is falling into ruin and we’re just sat here, baking under a sun that doesn't realise it’s winter.”

      “You’ve never worried about anyone else before, have you?” Adilandra tilted her head, watching for a reaction that Galanӧr wasn't inclined to give. “It’s a good thing that you worry, even about a human.”

      “How’s that?” the warrior kept his eyes down.

      Adilandra’s reply was bold. “It means that spineless father of yours hasn't broken you as I feared.”

      Galanӧr wanted to bite back and defend the head of his house, but it was only a reflex, not a desire. “You’ve met him then?”

      “You are betrothed to my daughter, Galanӧr. I have met your entire family. You were just a weapon back then, a tool to be wielded by your father. When we met again, in Malaysai, I believed you were still that same elf, destined only to be content with a blade in your hand. Befriending Gideon Thorn has been good for you. It has reminded you who we really are. My hope for you, when this is all over, is that you will find a new way of living, one that does not require a scimitar strapped to your belt. Our people are going to need more like you, Galanӧr, if we are ever to find our way again.”

      Adilandra’s words filled him with hope, but Galanӧr knew it was never to be. He was too restless without a blade in his hand or a cause to fight for. The warrior had hoped himself for a time that he might achieve such a life as the one his queen suggested, but his time outside of Elandril, his home, had shown him that there would always be another fight, another cause. The world was simply full of them, and should he survive one, he would run headlong into the next. For a long time, he had believed this to be nurture over nature, though now he knew the truth of himself.

      He would always fight.
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      Gideon opened his eyes to a beautiful aurora dancing across the backdrop of stars decorating the night’s sky. Purples and greens rippled through the heavens, their rhythmic movement soothing the mage as his hands spread out, brushing through the grass that lay under him. The air was still, but the scent of lush forests found his senses and lifted his spirits, though for a moment he couldn't think why they needed lifting.

      Gideon… a familiar voice called.

      The Dragorn sat up to find Ilargo standing in front of him in all his emerald splendor. Beyond the dragon, lay an endless realm of forests, vibrant flowers, and fields of green. They were inside their sanctuary.

      “What happened?” Gideon asked.

      Ilargo didn't answer, but both the dragon’s and his own image flickered, revealing a plethora of cuts and nasty gashes. Ilargo possessed every one of Gideon’s wounds in exactly the same place. The memories flooded back and he saw flashes of his fight with the god of war and the explosion that rocked the cavern. Adriel’s dying expression haunted the young Dragorn, bringing about fresh tears.

      When Gideon looked back at his eternal companion, the wounds had gone, along with his own. Everything was perfect in their sanctuary, but it wasn't real.

      “You’re injured,” Gideon said, meeting the dragon’s glassy, blue eyes.

      As are you, Ilargo replied. We share our pain.

      “Galanadavax?”

      Ilargo turned to his left as if he could see the ebony dragon. He has perished with Adriel.

      The death of a Dragorn was twice as hard to bear when it meant that a creature as unique as a dragon died with them. Gideon felt an immense amount of guilt press down upon him. He had opened The Veil and allowed Krayt to enter the real world. He was to blame…

      You were not to know, Gideon. Even Adriel was blind to this outcome. The Veil has ever been a mystery.

      “It’s not a mystery anymore,” Gideon said, standing up. “It’s deadly in the hands of a human.” More violent memories continued to return to him. “Krayt was powerful. He cast magic better than any elf and he wasn't even Atilan’s court mage. Imagine what Naius could do if he ever found his way back…”

      Or Atilan himself… Ilargo added.

      Gideon didn't even want to think what the king of the first men was capable of. “The Veil must be destroyed. Any one of them could turn the tide in this war.” The Dragorn settled on the horizon, his thoughts drifting. “How are we going to do this without Adriel and Galandavax?” he asked hopelessly.

      We will find our way, as dragon and Dragorn have done for thousands of years. I suggest we start by overcoming our first problem.

      Through their bond, Gideon already knew what Ilargo was thinking, and with those thoughts came alarm. “Wait. Where am I right now?” The last thing he remembered was a bright light and… pain.

      Ilargo closed his eyes and lowered his head until they were almost touching. Their shared mind allowed for nothing to be forgotten, and Gideon re-lived his last moments in the cavern.

      “I’m unconscious,” he said. “I’m still inside the mountain.”

      I cannot wake you up. It has taken some time to bring you here…

      “How much time?” Gideon asked. “How long have I been in here?”

      Ilargo hesitated. Almost two days.

      If Gideon hadn't been inside the sanctuary, he was sure dizziness would have clouded his vision by now. “Two days?” he repeated. They were supposed to be meeting Galanӧr and Adilandra in the Hook of the World.

      They will not wait forever, Ilargo said, aware of his concerns. My mother will not let Valanis win.

      “What if I’m…” Gideon couldn't say the words, but not because he feared to die, stuck under a ton of rock, but because if he couldn't find a way out, Ilargo would die as well.

      We will know more soon, Ilargo stretched out on the soft grass. You will wake eventually. For now, you should rest with me.

      Just as Ilargo knew what Gideon was thinking, the mage knew what the dragon was thinking. Despite his comforting words, Ilargo feared that Gideon would soon die, alone and in the dark. If this was to be the end of their journey, let them be together in their sanctuary, he thought.

      The young Dragorn sat with his back leaning against Ilargo’s chest, where he could enjoy the warmth of his scales and the steady beating of his heart.

      “A lot of bad things had to happen for me to find you,” Gideon said. “I would gladly go through it all again…”

      Ilargo’s head curled around to be next to him. There were no words offered, instead, Gideon felt an overwhelming feeling of contentment. It was infectious and worked to relax the mage. He hoped that in Adriel’s final moments, he too had the opportunity to speak with Galandavax one last time.
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      It was impossible to gain any sense of time, not just because of the encapsulating darkness, but because time had no meaning in the sanctuary. Gideon opened his eyes, or at least he thought he had, to a thick abyss that couldn't be pierced.

      I am still here. Ilargo’s words brought relief.

      I can't see anything…

      Can you move? the dragon asked.

      Everything hurt. Ilargo’s superior healing time had helped to keep him from bleeding out, but judging by the pain, Gideon knew he was still battered and bruised. His back was stiff and his joints refused to obey his commands. The inability to move brought a certain degree of panic with it. His heart was suddenly pounding in his chest and his breathing took on a state of desperation.

      Stay calm, Gideon. You are alive. Everything else is a problem that can wait.

      Gideon focused on Ilargo’s words and brought his breathing under control. He couldn't perform the movements of the Mag’dereth, but he could still use the breathing techniques.

      Can you reach Abigail’s wand?

      Tentatively, Gideon wiggled his fingers and explored the side of his leg, feeling for the leather holster strapped to his thigh. The wooden handle poked out the end, offering an endless amount of solutions.

      I thought I didn't need this anymore.

      In your current state, a wand will help you to channel magic.

      Gideon lifted his arm, bringing the wand with it. His elbow hurt to bend and the cuts on his knuckles split open as his grip tightened around the wand. The Dragorn grunted through the pain and thought of the ancient word for light. The cavern was washed in a bright light, banishing the shadows, but also hurting Gideon’s eyes. After several blinks, the grim surroundings bore down on the mage.

      “It’s a tomb…” His voice was hoarse and his mouth as dry as The Flat Wastes. The urge to drink from a flowing waterfall of cold water became his greatest desire.

      Do you still have The Veil?

      Gideon was already checking the pouch on his belt before his eyes caught up. The metallic orb was tucked away inside the leather and bound tight. Having something so powerful hanging from his belt didn't feel entirely secure, so he removed the pouch and dropped it into the inside pocket of his jacket.

      Can you move? Ilargo asked again.

      Sitting up elicited more groans and a stabbing pain in his back. Grounded rocks fell from his hair like black rain and smaller slabs fell onto the ground beside him. The colour of his clothes was gone, replaced with dirt and blood. The remains of stalactites lay in bits around his legs, concealing his boots. Thankfully, he was able to wiggle his toes and shuffle his feet out of the debris.

      Gideon, look at your left leg.

      The Dragorn looked down at his leg, using the glow from the wand to get a better look. Gideon gasped at the sight. At least three inches of Mournblade’s tip was inside his thigh. The shock of it was easy to overcome, as he couldn't feel a thing.

      It’s the worst injury you have left, Ilargo assured.

      Gideon felt very sorry for the dragon, who had endured every wound and suffered the disadvantage of remaining awake for it all.

      There was worse?

      A few broken ribs. And those wiggly things on the end of your limbs.

      Gideon was glad to know he still had the capacity to smile. Fingers and toes, Ilargo.

      Yes, those. Far inferior to claws, but the bones inside have healed.

      Gideon couldn't stop looking at the sword sticking into his leg. I’m going to pull it out.

      Be careful, Ilargo cautioned.

      Just touching the blade brought a yell to the Dragorn’s cracked lips. Three deep breaths later, and Gideon yanked the scimitar free in one quick tug. His shout echoed throughout the caves and Ilargo roared somewhere deep in his mind. He immediately clamped a hand over the wound to stop the flow of blood.

      Use the wand…

      Gideon pointed the wand at the deep cut and spoke the ancient word for heal, but the drain from such a powerful spell stopped him from completing it. If I heal it, I’m going to pass out again.

      Burn it.

      Gideon gave a short laugh. A typical dragon response.

      The Dragorn braced himself as he positioned the tip of the wand over the end of the wound. Another spell had the wand increase its brightness, making it hard to see anything at all. The noise was almost as bad as the smell, but Ilargo’s determination dominated Gideon’s reflexes, pushing him on until the wound was sealed. The pain brought a certain degree of anger with it, and it took all the self-control he had left not to throw the wand away. It helped to scream.

      “Okay…” he said to himself. “Time to get out.” Gideon repeated it three more times as he found his feet again.

      The entranceway to the cavern that had once housed The Veil was gone. The purple crystals and hanging stalactites were hidden behind a wall of broken rocks. Good, he thought. Let Krayt’s tomb go unnoticed by the world.

      Gideon climbed over the nearest boulder to find Adriel’s body lying amid the debris. There was so much he didn't know about the ancient Dragorn, so much life Gideon would have loved to hear about. The perilous nature of their mission had put talk of anything else aside. Adriel had known the world before The Dark War, before Valanis. The stories he could have told…

      They will live on in us now, Ilargo said. You are not ready for them all yet, but Galandavax gave me his memories before he flew to the next world.

      Gideon wasn't sure when his human brain would ever be ready for the memories of a dragon or an elf as old as they were. He struggled to recall his earliest years at Korkanath.

      He was and will forever be a Dragorn, but someday I would like to know who he was before all the wars.

      We will learn together, Ilargo replied.

      Gideon slid down the rock to reach Adriel’s side. It didn't seem to matter how slow or how cautious he was with his movements; everything hurt. Lifting the elf took longer than it should have, but eventually, the mage had him in his arms.

      Gideon. I agree he should not be left under the mountain, but carrying him will slow you down.

      I’m not leaving him, Ilargo.

      We can come back for him, Ilargo continued.

      Gideon grunted with the effort it took to navigate the fallen rocks, light the way with Abigail’s wand and carry Adriel. Ilargo, there’s a very good chance we won't return. I’m not leaving him.

      Ilargo’s disagreement felt to Gideon as if a physical thing had taken root inside his head. Still, he put one foot in front of the other and continued into the gloom.

      I hope you remember the way, because it all looks the same to me…
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      With Velia on a war footing, there were no guards inside the palace standing ready to open the excessive amount of doors, but Asher had no problem kicking them all open with his muddy boots. The ranger hurried through the palace with Faylen in his arms; the elf had yet to say a word since Barrosh. King Rengar and his knights were no longer leading them, as they were continuously delayed on their route by orders that needed giving in defence of the city. Nothing was going to stop Asher and the others from finding a comfortable place for Faylen.

      “Out here.” The elf Reyna had called Tai’garn gestured to the gardens that overlooked the city.

      Nathaniel dashed ahead and opened the doors, allowing the sounds of a city under siege to breach the palace. Asher thought the grey clouds and cold chill would be the last place Faylen needed, but the wisdom of elves was not for him to question.

      “Put her down, here, on the grass,” Tai’garn told him.

      Amid the flowers, under the shelter of the largest tree in the garden, the ranger set Faylen down with care. The elf had gone through so much to get back to them.

      Asher watched as the elder and his two companions crouched by her side, positioning her palms upward and straightening her legs. A few hushed words from Tai’garn had the flowers and even the blades of grass bending towards Faylen. The grass clung to her and the flowers grew and curled around her limbs. The branches of the tree moved in the breeze so that shafts of light could shine down on the elf. Ӧlli, Reyna’s loyal white owl, looked down on Faylen from one of the branches, his eyes watching them all intently.

      Asher wanted to stay and watch as the owl did, but the chanting from beyond the walls distracted him. With Nathaniel, the two men gave the elves some space and made for the stone railing at the edge of the garden. The view on any other day would have been breathtaking, with the entirety of Velia situated beneath them and the four colossal statues looming over them like guardians. Instead, they were looking out over ten-thousand Darkakin, all baying for blood.

      Their chanting was demoralising, as it did nothing but exaggerate their numbers and instill fear across the city. The curved walls of Velia were a flurry of red cloaks running up and down the ramparts. Some readied ballistas while others replenished arrow supplies, but most made for their post with all haste, ready for battle. Beyond the walls, a visible line of arrows marked a line across the land, a warning to the Darkakin that should they cross it, death from above would find them all.

      Keeping to their side of the arrow line, the savages spread out, their numbers easily encompassing half of the city perimeter. The roars of grotesque trolls and mountain giants echoed over the chanting, mirrored by screams of horror from within the city.

      Glaide, Doran, and Tauren came to meet them by the rail, leaving Reyna and Hadavad to assist the elves.

      “It’s great to see ye still standing, fellas!” Doran bellowed.

      “Well met,” Glaide said, clasping Asher’s forearm and clapping Nathaniel on the back. “You’re all a sight for sore eyes.”

      “Aye, but ye weren't supposed to bring an army with ye!” Doran’s eyes just made it over the railing.

      “Our journey from Syla’s Gate has not been an easy one,” Nathaniel replied, glancing back at Faylen and the elves.

      “Did you find it?” Tauren asked. “Did you find the gem you spoke of?”

      Asher shared a look with Nathaniel before he rested back on the horizon. He couldn't say the words aloud. Everything they had gone through was to retrieve Paldora’s gem and now it sat in a pouch on his belt, of no more use than a rock.

      “We have the gem,” Nathaniel answered.

      “That’s great!” Tauren beamed.

      Doran turned to the ranger. “Does it have the power to get rid of this lot?”

      Asher looked back at Tai’garn and wondered. “I don't think so…”

      “Look at them all,” Tauren said, his gaze focused on those below. “The city is fit to burst.”

      Asher inspected the state of the outer walls and the Darkakin beyond. “They’re safe inside the city. The Darkakin have no means to breach the walls, even the giants aren't tall enough to climb them.”

      Nathaniel pointed at the mass of savages. “They do have catapults, however.”

      Doran wiped his finger on the rail and licked it clean. “Velia’s stone is strong. It will take more than a few catapults to break them.”

      “What of the main gates?” Nathaniel pondered.

      Hadavad walked up behind them with the answer. “Elder Tai’garn has bought us some time there.”

      Asher had seen Hadavad possess three bodies in the time he had known him, but never a woman and never one so young. Still, after all the things he had witnessed in his extraordinary life, it took the ranger only a moment more to become accustomed to the mage’s new appearance. Judging by Nathaniel’s searching eyes, the Graycoat would require a little more time.

      “Using his staff,” Hadavad continued, “he has placed a ward over the gate. It would take even a troll several days to break that shield.”

      Tauren leaned over the railing. “For thousands of years, people said the same thing about Syla’s Gate. We all saw what happened there…”

      Valanis happened, Asher thought. The dark elf was a variable in this war that none of them could predict. That was why they needed the gem. The ranger felt the crystal through the fabric of the pouch and knew that time was running out.

      “Forgive my absence!” King Rengar strode onto the balcony-garden. “War is pressing.” The king of Velia looked from the elves to Asher with a flicker of disdain on his regal face. “I must ask, Elder Tai’garn; did word find your king? Are the elves coming to our aid?”

      The rangers came back under the shelter of the tree, where Asher noted the glances exchanged between Reyna and Tai’garn. They’re coming alright, Asher thought, but it’s not aid they bring.

      Tai’garn stood up with the princess. “Our fleet has already set sail, Your Grace.”

      There was visible relief on Rengar’s face. The king of Velia had coordinated skirmishes with the likes of Gray Stone before, but this was a battle no king or queen of Illian could possibly fathom.

      “Queen Isabella of Lirian has given her word that the armies of Felgarn will offer their mettle.” Rengar looked past them, to the western horizon. “They are still days away, however.”

      “Your Grace,” Reyna said. “On our travels, we came by grave news. It seems King Merkaris of the north is -”

      “Coming for my head as well,” the king finished. “Elder Tai’garn brought news of this to me with the Graycoats. The men of Namdhor attacked them in Darkwell without cause. It seems we are in for a war of the ages.”

      Asher couldn't hold his tongue. “That sounds poetic to you, doesn't it?”

      “Asher…” Reyna warned.

      The ranger stepped forward. “Battles have already been fought for the free people of Illian while you lounged in your palace. Cities reduced to dust, homes destroyed, and thousands left dead in the wake of these savages. You think success has already been granted to you, that your name will go down in history as a hero. It doesn't matter who’s coming to your aid, king, those defences won't hold.”

      “Asher,” Reyna said again. “You need rest.”

      The ranger could see that every one of Rengar’s knights wanted to pull their sword free and defend their king’s honour. There was an angry part of Asher that wanted them to. He just needed to fight, it was the only thing that helped him to relax anymore.

      “The Graycoats?” Nathaniel asked, quickly changing the subject.

      Rengar held his steely gaze with Asher, refusing to relent.

      “Don't worry, boy.” Kaleb Jordain broke the tension, sitting with his back to the tree, his presence unnoticed until now. “A great many of our brothers and sisters made it safely to Velia under my watchful eye.” The ranger burped and swigged another mouthful of ale. “You owe me some coin I think…”

      King Rengar made little effort to hide his sour expression. “Lord Marshal Horvarth and his knights are helping to fortify my city.”

      “How many remain?” Nathaniel asked.

      “Not enough.”

      At least Rengar understood that, Asher thought. Had the king of Velia been in possession of any sense, he would be searching for ways to get his people safely out of the city without the Darkakin finding out.

      The king looked down at Faylen with an expression of bewilderment. “I have plenty of rooms for Lady Haldӧr if you prefer…”

      “Faylen will return to us in time,” Tai’garn assured; easily the best the thing Asher had heard in days. “An elf’s place is among nature, not halls of stone.”

      The elder’s flat response robbed the king of a quick reply, leaving him to purse his lips and nod like a fool. “I will leave you to your kin,” he finally replied. “I must get back to planning our offensive strategy.” Rengar glanced at the rangers and Reyna. “You must all be exhausted. Should you want them, rooms will be made available.” The king walked away with a lasting scowl at Asher.

      Had the ranger not been so tired, he would have offered the king’s back a smirking reply. Instead, he looked to Reyna, who had the same face of apprehension. They faced enemies from all sides and no one knew ally from foe.

      “You need to rest,” Reyna placed a gentle hand on his chest. “You’re picking fights with the man who commands an army of thousands. How long has it been since you slept?”

      The Darkakin’s chanting and their beating drums hammered the ranger’s senses, but the elf’s hand was indeed calming.

      “Perhaps,” Tai’garn said, watching the red cloaks disappear into the palace, “we should talk first. Yours is a journey I would hear…”
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      Alidyr kept the dirty rags tight about him, hiding his pointed ears and angelic features. With traces of mud smeared across his cheeks, the ancient elf was certain he blended into the rabble that called themselves man. For days, he had travelled among the refugees from Galosha, even passing through Barrosh, where he knew for a fact that the ranger and the elves were hiding. It was a gamble on his behalf to stay with the caravan, rather than peel away and search Barrosh for the gem, but it was a town he wasn't familiar with and searching every building would take time. The Darkakin weren't far behind, and the elf knew his prey would move on, to Velia.

      Now he was on the inside…

      The gates of Velia had been closed with the arrival of the savages from the south. The refugees from The Arid Lands had made it impossible, however, to observe every person entering through the gates. The few thousand Karathans and Calmardras flooded the streets and mingled with those from Galosha and Barrosh, creating havoc and chaos at every turn. Keeping himself to himself had forced the elf to hide away in the dirtiest alleys or on secluded rooftops.

      By the time he had reached the gates, having pushed his way through the mob, there was no sign of Asher or the princess. Had they reached Velia in time? His whole gamble was based upon them staying ahead of the Darkakin and seeking shelter inside the city. Any attempt to possess Faylen again had failed, bringing with it a level of frustration the elf found hard to control. Refraining from killing any human stragglers who wandered across his path had become the focus of his energy.

      Alidyr had been on his guard since he spotted the elder who fought against Samandriel at Darkewell. The elder was accompanied by two other elves, warriors each. Alidyr didn't doubt his ability to best all three in any given contest, but fighting an elder would be messy and noisy. Two things he had taught countless Arakesh to avoid over the millennium.

      The crushing weight of his exile had the elf leaning against a cold wall, his damp rags wrapped around his head. Had he made so many mistakes? For all his power and control, those opposed to him could not be defeated.

      Alidyr banished the thoughts and clenched his fist. There was no place for that. Doubt would eat away at his mind and his master demanded strength. Valanis had granted him but a slither of Naius’ power, a gift he would not have been awarded had the herald of the gods not deemed him fit.

      “Make way!” The cries came from a group of Velian soldiers, who between them carried several wooden beams. The thick logs were fitted into place with one end against the gates and the other ends slotted into grooves carved into the ground. It was an extra layer of defence that wouldn't last.

      “Fools…” he uttered to himself.

      The elf took to the streets again, his will to find the ranger renewed. Paldora’s gem would change the face of this war, he thought. The Darkakin, the Northmen, even the elves from Ayda would be surplus to requirement if Valanis could use Naius’ magic to its full potential. His master could remake the world with that kind of power. Alidyr just had to find it…
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        * * *

      

      Asher felt oddly vulnerable under the scrutiny of the elder. Tai’garn had listened to Reyna intently, taking in every detail of their time together since first meeting on the banks of The Unmar, but the elf continued to glance from the princess to the pouch on Asher’s belt. The other two elves, crouched over Faylen, looked up at certain points during Reyna’s tale with incredulous expressions. Hearing it back, there were more than a few details that the ranger found hard to believe, and he had lived through it.

      “... That’s how we got here,” Reyna said, coming to the end of their long journey, “though where Alidyr is now we have no idea.”

      “He’s probably still with the Darkakin and Thallan,” Nathaniel offered.

      “I would very much like to meet him in battle,” Tauren said, his gaze distant, his thoughts no doubt lingering on his brother and father.

      “No, you wouldn't,” Asher replied, silencing the companions.

      The opportunity to fight Alidyr had presented itself many times now, but every time they confronted each other, fate had them part with their lives. The ranger shifted the weight of Alidyr’s short-sword on his back and wondered if he would ever have the chance to give it back.

      “You wield the gem, Ranger?” Tai’garn asked.

      Asher glanced at Reyna, aware that the princess had not long explained their predicament inside the pit. “Wield is the wrong word,” he replied. “I can hold it.”

      “May I?” The elder held out his hand expectantly.

      Asher had wondered whether Tai’garn might fare better, but seeing his hand held out before him left the ranger with an uneasy feeling. The idea of handing Paldora’s gem over to anyone felt wrong. Still, withholding a powerful relic he couldn't use seemed pointless, especially when wielding such a weapon could turn the tide. Touching the gem’s smooth surface was no different to touching any crystal or rock, it was just cool in his hand.

      Tai’garn reached for the gem, but instead of taking it, the elder cupped Asher’s open hand in his own. The elf’s palm was warm on the back of his hand, the heat radiating through the ranger’s fingerless gloves. The hairs on his arm stood on end and his muscles tingled under his skin. Tai’garn’s eyes were closed and his jaw clenched, though the purpose of this was unknown to Asher. Eventually, the elder opened his eyes and folded the ranger’s fingers over the gem, careful not to touch it.

      “Your time in the Amber Spell has bound you and the gem,” Tai’garn explained. “Where once it might have yielded to any, now it knows only you.”

      “What about Valanis?” Hadavad posed. “Could he wield it?”

      “Perhaps we could use that against him...” Reyna’s level of energy would never cease to surprise Asher.

      Tai’garn held up his hand. “The pools of Naius, though a mystery in themselves, have changed Valanis. The magic that flows through him is strong; that has never been in question. I suspect he could use the gem, as he always wished, to control that flow of magic. I certainly wouldn’t hand it over to him in the hope that its bond with Asher has the power to strike a mortal wound.”

      Nathaniel sighed. “We have no other weapon with which to strike.”

      “How was he defeated so long ago?” Glaide asked, swiping Kaleb Jordain’s ale from his hand and throwing it away.

      “Through sacrifice,” Tai’garn replied.

      Asher felt the elder’s eyes on him, but the ranger focused on the gem in his hand wondering how much of himself would he have to give to use the power locked inside the black crystal. He was tempted to try and conjure a simple fire spell right there and then, but the fatigue already settling into his bones warned him against such a foolish test. The drain would have him flat on his back and unable to keep watch over Faylen.

      “In the last days of The Dark War,” Reyna said, “the elders of the time combined their magic with that of Garganafan, the king of the dragons. Together, they were able to trap Valanis inside the Amber spell, but it cost them all their lives.”

      “Can he not be trapped again?” Tauren inquired.

      “Not without a dragon,” the princess replied with a dour tone.

      Doran, in a typically dwarven manner, tapped Tai’garn’s leg. “Ye haven't got one of those hidin’ under them robes, have ye?” The elder’s expression, or lack thereof, spoke more than any words.

      “At this point,” Nathaniel said, “I’m not sure it matters how we beat Valanis.” The knight tilted his head to the chanting of the Darkakin. “There is a more immediate threat.”

      It should have troubled the ranger to hear their dire priorities, but fighting the Darkakin and the soldiers of Namdhor was something he could actually do.

      “Why have they yet to attack?” Tauren asked, his hands resting on the daggers strapped to his belt.

      Kaleb Jordain stumbled to his feet while his glazed eyes scanned the ground for his stolen ale. “The Darkakin are sav -” the ranger hiccuped mid-sentence, “- avages aren't they? Cannibals! They want us to know fear before they attack. Makes us taste better…”

      Hadavad rolled her eyes. “I preferred him with the ale stuck in his mouth.”

      “They attack from a position of strength.” Nathaniel turned his back on the drunken ranger. “They don't have to do anything in theory. They could even starve us out.” The knight paced across the lawn and looked out over the Darkakin. “But they won't do that. Valanis didn't march an army of savages across the realm to have them sit outside and wait.”

      “What would you do?” Asher asked, already certain of Nathaniel’s response.

      “I would have them wait,” the knight replied, “but not to starve us out. I would wait until King Merkaris and his army arrive, take stock of my resources and men, and then attack.”

      Asher agreed but it was Reyna who spoke. “Then we should all find some rest while the Velians keep watch. We will all be needed before this war is over.”

      The ranger had no intention of closing his eyes until Faylen opened hers, but he wasn't about let the opportunity to sit down pass him by. Asher hoped that by sitting among the elves he would find some peace that might overcome the anger bubbling under the surface. He knew, however, that proper rest would be the only thing to soothe him and grant some measure of control.

      That was when Ned Fennick walked out onto the balcony.

      Asher clocked the stocky Graycoat immediately, striding side-by-side with Lord Marshal Horvarth, his commander. The ranger hadn't seen either of them since the battle at West Fellion when the Arakesh attacked in force. The scar lining Horvarth’s face reminded Asher that the Lord Marshal had been standing over the gates when Adellum’s bow rained destruction down upon them.

      Ned Fennick was another matter…

      The Graycoat’s second-in-command had been his personal torturer while being held a prisoner in West Fellion. The ranger had never found the opportunity to repay the knight in kind. As much as he wanted to kill the man who had burnt him, cut his flesh and battered him into oblivion, there was no way Nathaniel would let it happen. Still, he was curious to see how much damage he could inflict before the younger man pulled him off.

      Horvarth made straight for Princess Reyna. “When word reached me that you had been seen after West Fellion,” the Lord Marshal glanced at Kaleb Jordain, “I didn't believe it. You all gave so much and helped many of my knights stay alive that night…”

      Any further compliments were withheld when Asher stood up, crossed the garden and planted his fist into Ned Fennick’s face. The impact hurt the ranger’s knuckles and split some old cuts, but it had been worth it to see the knight’s expression turn so rapidly from shock to pain before he finally landed on the grass. Unfortunately, the big man didn't get back up as quickly as Asher had hoped, robbing him of the opportunity to inflict more damage. The ranger expected Horvarth to unsheathe his sword or at least push him away from standing over the man but, instead,, the Lord Marshal bowed his head and closed his eyes. Curiously, Nathaniel hadn't moved a muscle in Fennick’s defence.

      “Son-of-a-bitch!” Fennick used one hand to help himself up while the other covered his mouth. The knight reached for his sword with vengeance in his eyes.

      The Lord Marshal half-turned to face his second-in-command. “Lift your sword, Fennick, and I’ll let you fight him…”

      Asher remained very still, hoping that Fennick didn't understand Horvarth’s true meaning. He presented himself as an unarmed target to the knight, but his eyes baited the bigger man, daring him to attack. If the Graycoat lifted his sword, Asher couldn't be sure that he wouldn't kill the man right here in the gardens of Velia’s palace.

      Fennick looked from Asher to Horvarth, weighing everything up. “This dog needs putting down!”

      “Fennick!” Horvarth barked. “Go and see to our placement on the wall. Now.”

      Ned Fennick wiped the blood from his mouth and spat a loose tooth onto the ground. “As you command.” His departing look hadn't been too dissimilar from Rengar’s.

      Doran laughed. “Ye aren’t making any friends here, are ye, laddy?”

      Lord Marshal Horvarth straightened his famous hide coat. “The Graycoats owe you more than we can ever give you, Ranger. My knights speak highly of your actions at West Fellion.”

      Asher wasn't really listening. He was watching the back of Ned Fennick walk away. The Arakesh in him wanted to find the Graycoat in the dark of night and fling him over the wall for the Darkakin to dine on. It was those wicked thoughts that sobered him, reminding him that he was more than that now. Gone was the man of action and reaction. Now there were those he cared for…

      “I see you no longer wear our coat,” Horvarth said to Nathaniel, who had yet to get up from the stone bench.

      Nathaniel stole a glance at Reyna before replying, “I have made my choice.”

      “Well…” Horvarth licked his lips. “Either way, I would be glad to have your bow on the wall. Your skills should not go to waste.”

      “I am grateful for his skills, Lord Marshal,” Reyna cut in. “They have saved my life more than once.”

      “Such are the skills of all who have passed through West Fellion, My Lady.” Horvarth bowed his head. “I leave for the wall. Get some rest, it’s going to be a long day and an even longer night.”

      After the Lord Marshal had left, Asher turned to Nathaniel with a questioning raised eyebrow.

      “Don't look at me,” Nathaniel replied casually. “I was hoping you’d kill him…”

      Asher smiled. It felt good to laugh.
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      The king of elves sat under the shelter of the canopy, erected over the middle of his ship, and pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. For days he had listened to the generals and the High Guardian debate on the best course of action. Abandon the invasion, attack from another side, let the Darkakin and the Velians kill each other first, ally with King Rengar to defeat Valanis… the list of options went on. Abandoning the invasion after forty years of planning was not an option for Elym. It would make him look weak and unfit to rule; the only thing he had ever been sure of was that he was neither of these.

      Sitting on his makeshift throne, Elym’s hand curled around the prophecy on his waist. He knew the words could not be true, for there were no gods to give such a foretelling, but the ancient runes spoke of an alliance between two shores and the victory it might offer.

      “My Lord…” High Guardian Varӧ drew the king back to the table covered in maps and surrounded by elven generals and elders.

      Elym picked up on the last thing he had heard them squabbling about. “There will be no alliance with man,” he announced. “For too long have they worshipped gods that do not exist and squandered our land as if it were theirs to spoil by divine right. I declared that Illian would be ours again and so it shall. You all fear their numbers but you forget our strengths! We have magic on our side! Their walls will crumble under our will and the Velians will either bend the knee or perish. We will rain fury down on the Darkakin as we did so long ago. I have listened to the panic in your voices for days and I will have no more of it. If there are any who object I am sure the Mer-folk of The Adean will gladly take you back to Ayda…”

      The generals looked to one another for support, with many trying to catch Varӧ’s eye, but the High Guardian continued to lean against the table, fixed on the maps. After an uncomfortable silence, Elym dismissed them to ready their warriors. Varӧ nodded his head at the soldiers standing at their posts, either side of the tent, and the flaps of fabric were released to conceal them both inside.

      “You know they can still hear us out there,” Elym said, his head resting in the palm of his hand.

      “We’re making a mistake,” Varӧ said with pleading eyes.

      “You mean I am making a mistake,” Elym corrected.

      “This was never the plan,” Varӧ continued. “We were supposed to have longer, we were -”

      Elym interrupted. “We were supposed to have dragons and a larger fleet and more warriors. I know this, Varӧ. But Valanis is taking back control of Illian again and my daughter is in the middle of it.”

      Varӧ lifted his head and Elym could tell his old friend was about to say something he didn't want to hear.

      “When did you start caring?” he asked.

      “We are friends, Varӧ, but remember who you’re talking to,” the king warned.

      The High Guardian took a deep breath. “After Adilandra left, I thought you would unravel and so you have. I knew you would put on a front, as any king would if his queen disagreed so publicly and left, but your heart hardened towards Reyna. I watched as you pushed her further away, something I didn't think possible. When did you start caring again?”

      “You will address my wife as Queen Adilandra and my daughter as Princess Reyna. Keep speaking in this manner and you will never be addressed as High Guardian again.”

      Varӧ didn't stop. “I was there for your wedding. I was there for Reyna’s birth. I listened to you preach for centuries about the gods and I agreed they shouldn't be worshipped if they were even real at all. I stood by and agreed with this invasion, I still do. Where many might believe you are king enough on your own, I see your need for Adilandra, even Reyna.”

      Elym had heard enough. The king was off his throne and across the tent in a single bound with his hand around Varӧ’s throat. Veins bulged against the High Guardian’s throat and forehead and his hands clasped onto Elym’s in a struggle. The king’s eyes welled with tears when he realised Varӧ could easily break free of his hold.

      Elym released him. “You are loyal, Varӧ. You have forever been at my side.” The king walked away, his fingers tracing the edge of the table. “I want my wife and daughter back, yes, but finding Reyna is not the only reason I press on. Valanis has risen again. I remember The Dark War and I would not have it come about again. Dragons or no dragons… six-thousand elves or ten-thousand elves… it matters not with Valanis on the board. He must be stopped before he gets any stronger.”

      Varӧ rubbed his throat. “If Valanis is the reason we make all haste then an alliance with man makes all the more sense. We could defeat him together, find Reyna and even retreat to Ayda and plan again. We have the advantage of immortality.”

      “NO!” Elym slammed the scroll down on the table. “There will be no alliance! We make our own fate! We are superior! We will take Illian, destroy Valanis, and bring my daughter home. Not because the gods ordained it, but because-I-say-so!”

      A silence fell between them. Elym could hear the warriors outside the tent shuffling around and he wondered how long it would be before the entire army knew of his outburst.

      “I have to know,” Varӧ said, his gaze locked onto the scroll. “I have to know what drives my king to madness. You carry it with you everywhere. I can see you leaning on it as if the words inscribed upon it offer you support. What can these words do that your High Guardian cannot?”

      Elym looked at his oldest of friends and sighed. “For so long, I have kept this hidden from everyone, even my wife.” The words didn't come easily to the king. “You never met my sister, Nalana. You would have liked her; she was fierce like you, but caring like Adilandra. She turned down the throne to be a Dragorn when I was a child. She inspired many and rose as a hero during The Dark War, alongside Lady Syla.”

      “I have heard of Lady Nalana,” Varӧ said, “but never from you.”

      “You know her dying words were those of the Echoes of Fate. But what no one knows is where these words came from. Before our self-exile to Ayda, many believed it was from the gods, a lie I should not have fostered. It took me years to come to terms with the truth, longer still to convince our kin that there could be no gods, at least none who would allow man to wipe out the dragons…”

      “What truth did you learn?” Varӧ asked, his eyes lingering on the folded scroll.

      Elym rolled the human skin out and weighed the corners down with goblets. It was clear to see the three verses of the prophecy, written in blood, and the black handprint at the bottom. Varӧ’s eyes scanned every inch of the scroll, taking in the detail beside his king.

      “What is this?”

      “I found this in a cave, deep in the heart of The Wild Moores, after Nalana died. It was a dwelling of the Outlanders, primitive humans who enjoyed writing on walls,” the king pinched the edge of the scroll, “or even their own flesh. What Nalana was doing there I will never know. The Dragorn refused to answer any questions. What I do know is that Nalana read this in the moments before her death. That’s all the Echoes of Fate ever were; the words of an elf whose life was ebbing away. She could have said anything, but that was the last thing her mind had seen and it was all she could recall in her final moments.”

      Varӧ ran his finger over the scroll, apparently mesmerised. “Why did you never show this to me? To anyone? This could have helped to persuade many from worshipping Atilan.”

      “I didn't want to tarnish her memory,” Elym replied, desperate to forget her dying features, features that were similar to Reyna’s. “The humans provided enough death and violence to convince any that the gods had abandoned us. Questioning their existence came much later, centuries in fact. It wasn't even a seed I planted; it was born of time without the gods in our life.”

      “This…” Varӧ’s finger stopped on the second verse. “This is why you won't have an alliance with man. Because the prophecy says we will.”

      “I can do nothing that will grant these words an ounce of truth. It would undo all that I have worked for, everything that we have become. Elves are stronger than they’ve ever been because they believe in themselves, not the gods.”

      Varӧ stood back from the scroll. “Forget all of this,” he said. “What matters is what we know. We don't have the numbers.”

      Elym raised his hand to silence any further debate. “I will not hear it,” the king replied. “When the time comes I will give you the order to attack and I will expect you to obey it.” Elym raised his hand again when Varӧ looked to protest. “I would rest. You may leave.”

      The light from outside was blinding when the High Guardian lifted the material to leave. “I wouldn't be concerned with lending any credibility to the Echoes of Fate, Your Grace. It is a prophecy that speaks of an immortal man, after all…”
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            Living in the present

          

        

      

    

    
      Seeing the light at the end of the narrow cave almost brought tears to Gideon’s eyes. The way back had been long and arduous with Adriel in his arms, but the explosion from Krayt’s staff had caused several tunnels to cave in, forcing Gideon to explore other routes in the dark. Ilargo had made him stop and sleep at certain points, often when they came across a small stream running through the mountain. Still, seeing the light lifted the Dragorn’s spirits. He limped towards it, gritting his teeth through the shooting pains in his left thigh where Mournblade had impaled him. The wound had already begun to heal, however, Ilargo’s own fatigue prevented it from sealing up completely.

      Gideon had hoped to see blue skies and white, fluffy clouds, but the sun was setting now, offering only the promise of more darkness soon. His eternal companion stood up and looked down at him with his rich, blue eyes. Seeing Ilargo was better than any sunrise or a beautiful day. The gold specks scattered throughout his green scales glittered in the dying sun. They still shared some of the same wounds, though they appeared larger on the dragon’s body, especially the cut on Ilargo’s back, left leg. A twinge of guilt weighed upon the Dragorn, as it always would when his own injuries carried over.

      Gideon put Adriel down with great care as the dragon lowered his head, allowing the two a moment to rest against each other and enjoy the comfort of being together again. When they finally parted, Ilargo turned to his left, towards a sight that did bring tears to Gideon’s eyes.

      Galandavax lay curled up at the base of the mountain. The blood that had poured from his chest had turned the rocky ground black, but out of it grew a variety of wildflowers of every description. The dragon now lay on a bed of plants and flowers that shouldn't have found life on such barren ground. The effects Ilargo’s kind had on the world would forever surprise Gideon and fill him with wonder, he just hoped that he would never again have to see the life that sprouted from their death.

      It was quick, Ilargo said.

      What happens now? Gideon asked. It had been some time since he’d used his voice. Speaking to Ilargo through their bond just felt natural to him now.

      Verda will reclaim him, the dragon explained.

      Gideon didn't fully understand, but upon closer inspection, he could see that the flowers had begun to grow over Galandavax’s ebony scales, along with a web of slender vines. He imagined that in time, the dragon would appear as a mound of flowers and earth, leaving nothing behind of his shape. The same could not be said of Adriel.

      It didn't feel right to bury the elf at the base of Mount Garganafan, a place that might never be visited by another person. Adriel deserved a tomb fit for not only a Dragorn but also that of an elf.

      I feel as if the world will never know. He fought in The Dragon War, The Dark War. He was a hero of ages past and this is where…

      Gideon looked back at the meadows and fields of green, surrounded by lush forestry and a perfect view of the sun rising and setting.

      Yes... Ilargo whispered. Here is perfect.

      For all of Adriel’s great deeds and the life he had led, the elf had called Dragons’ Reach home for a thousand years. Finding his resting place among nature was befitting of an elf and a Dragorn.

      I suppose there’s still a very human part of me that finds comfort in stone and tombs.

      Ilargo bent down and nuzzled his face against Gideon’s shoulder. A Dragorn finds his home under the sky, wherever it may be...

      Gideon considered collecting rocks to cover Adriel, creating a miniature tomb beside Galandavax, but if he and Ilargo had died, he wouldn't want to be buried separately. Instead, the young Dragorn picked the elf up and carried him over the new patch of flowers and vines. As if he were still alive, Gideon lowered him to the ground and sat the elf’s back against the ebony dragon’s side, as they had rested together in life. The plants and flowers reacted immediately, pressing in to make contact with Adriel. By the time Gideon returned to Ilargo’s side, the ancient Dragorn was almost concealed by vines and colourful flowers.

      It’s as if together, the process is sped up… The mage in Gideon was fascinated with the natural magic at work here, but he let it go and took a moment to watch in silence, paying his respects.

      In the last rays of light, Adriel and most of Galandavax disappeared from sight, reclaimed as Ilargo had stated. It was surprising to detect a sweet aroma in the air, rather than the expected decay of a dragon.

      Even in death, your kind is beautiful. Gideon wiped the tears from his cheeks.

      Both dragon and Dragorn stood by and watched in silence. Gideon couldn't say how long they stayed and paid their respects. It was hard to leave, harder still to think that he would never see the pair again. Their time together had been limited, but the impact Adriel had made on his life would stay with him for, well… forever.

      Come, Ilargo bade. Galandavax was among the oldest of my kin. There’s a good chance this will spread and engulf half of the mountain.

      Gideon looked back at the mound of flowers to find that it had indeed grown since Adriel had been placed among them. Vines and flowers were now sprouting from the slopes of the mountain, spreading grass as they emerged.

      It is said, in the legends of my kind, that all the fields, plains, and forests in Verda were born of dragons. My mother has memories of Malliath even telling such legends…

      It’s hard to believe Malliath saying anything, but seeing this, I can believe The Evermoore found life from the death of a dragon.

      Come. Ilargo turned away and walked through the trees and onto the fields that wrapped around the mountain.

      It was instinctual to offer a prayer of rest for the ancient Dragorn, but knowing what he did of the gods, especially having just killed one, it felt a pointless exercise. He dwelled on the last conversation he and Adriel had shared. This religion, The Echoes, offered a new god to worship, one who gave them words of what was to come, if the prophecy proved to be true.

      My mother never mentioned this… Kaliban.

      Gideon could no longer see Ilargo for the trees, though distance was no longer a problem for them. The Dragorn gave Adriel and Galandavax a lasting look before following his eternal companion.

      Adriel didn't want to believe that Kaliban was real. The Dragon Riders of Atilan’s time had him recorded as an evil god, who only understood strength over others. Gideon mentally smacked his head when he remembered that Ilargo, via him, had been present for the conversation.

      Time has diluted the memories of both man and elf, leaving the elves to worship those who created them, a religion they passed on to man when your kind re-emerged from The Wild Moores, since they had forgotten where they came from. It is possible this Kaliban is simply an older king, fallen into myth and given new life as a god, just as Atilan was.

      I suppose time will tell if the Echoes of Fate hold any weight.

      Until that time, Ilargo continued, we should focus on The Veil. Atilan and the others are very real…

      Gideon couldn't help the flashback of Adriel’s death. Ilargo intensified their bond for a moment and helped him to get past the memory. When he opened his eyes again, the young Dragorn was walking out onto the fields as the first stars graced the twilight sky. Seeing the majesty of Ilargo striding over the plains was enough to distract Gideon and remind him how lucky he was to have the dragon in his life. He was also thankful when Ilargo turned around and lowered his neck, allowing Gideon to climb onto his back. The young Dragorn was getting sick of limping.

      Where are you going? Gideon knew where the dragon was going, but he enjoyed the sound of his companion’s soothing voice.

      There is a river just south of here. I am thirsty…

      Gideon smiled as the dragon humoured his desire. He could have asked why they weren't flying there, but the mage already knew that answer and didn't want the dragon to admit that he was too exhausted to take flight.

      We’re late… Gideon said, his thoughts flying south to the Hook of the World.

      It is still a two-day flight away, and from there another three days to Velia.

      That’s not late, Gideon said, that’s too late. Who knows what the Darkakin will have done to Illian by then. For all we know the elves have already arrived and killed everyone.

      Ilargo crossed the field and entered another thicket of trees, using his jaws to tear down any rogue branches that would interfere with the Dragorn on his back. As the sound of running water broke through the small wood, Ilargo asked, What do you want to do?

      You already know what I’m thinking…

      Yes, but maybe I enjoy the sound of your voice too.

      Only Ilargo could make him smile in spite of ill events. Gideon rubbed the dragon’s scales affectionately and enjoyed the warmth radiating from his body. The nights were cooler in this part of the world, not too dissimilar from Korkanath, but the young Dragorn had spent some time in the deserts of southern Ayda now, and he felt the bite of a beckoning winter.

      We’ve been too long, Gideon continued. There’s no way they could still be waiting for us in the Hook. The mage let out a chuckle. Knowing Galanӧr, he’s probably made a canoe and already started rowing across The Adean by now.

      Ilargo didn't reply with words, but he didn’t need to. Gideon could sense the dragon’s agreement and even a sense of amusement.

      We go to Velia then! the dragon announced, his enthusiasm renewed at the thought of drinking from the river.

      To Velia… he agreed.

      Gideon slid off the dragon’s back and stumbled to the edge of the river, unlike Ilargo, who waded through the cold water until his legs disappeared. The young Dragorn was overcome with fatigue again, reminding Gideon that he had walked for days in the tunnels of Mount Garganafan. It felt good to drop to his knees and fill his cracked hands with freezing water. It felt even better to splash it on his face. Dirt and blood washed off his face and hands, but the mage couldn't seem to get it all, no matter how hard he scrubbed. Fresh tears emerged from his eyes when he thought about who the blood belonged to. Some of it was his, some belonged to Krayt, and some had been Adriel’s.

      He was getting tired of fighting.

      It was disheartening to think that he was only at the beginning of his journey as a Dragorn. It would be foolish to believe that his life wouldn't be filled with those who challenged him or threatened the realm.

      I suppose I should get used to it.

      You can get used to this! Ilargo spat more than a bucket full of water over Gideon, drenching him in one go.

      The Dragorn gasped and lifted his hands in surprise. The water was shocking, but he had no time to get used to it before the dragon flapped his wing and sent a tidal wave to engulf him. Gideon gasped again and spat water back into the river.

      “What are you doing?” he asked aloud, though his voice barely carried.

      You dwell too much on the future. You are immortal now, Gideon; focus on the present.

      Gideon looked down at his drowned appearance and didn't feel too keen on the present. He did, however, feel like getting his own back. With a wave of the hand, the Dragorn created a wall of water to come crashing down on Ilargo. It was only after the dragon shook off the excess water that he realised the spell had been cast without a wand or staff, not that he had a staff anymore. Taking the moment to consider his new manipulation of magic, Gideon missed Ilargo taking another mouthful of water. The cold waterfall quickly had his full attention.

      The two enjoyed their short reprieve, laughing and playing in the river until the cold was too much for Gideon to stand. Creating a small fire was easy when your companion was a dragon, and so the pair sat in the field, under the stars and the moon. Ilargo’s body was enough to keep him warm while most of his clothes dried by the fire, and his wings kept the breeze at bay.

      We will leave at dawn, Ilargo said, his voice barely a whisper as sleep crept up on him.

      We might even get there before the others, Gideon offered.

      Ilargo had no reply, but for a gentle snore. Gideon smiled; he would remind the dragon of that fact in the morning. He closed his eyes and nestled into the Ilargo’s warm scales, his thoughts drifting through memories of Adriel.

      “I am not the last Dragorn,” Adriel had said to Krayt before he died. Gideon fell asleep, believing with all his heart that he would not be the last Dragorn. That, he would make certain of…
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            Knock, knock

          

        

      

    

    
      Asher rose from his slumber with a start, as he often did these days. One hand dropped to his side, feeling for Paldora’s gem, while the other gripped around the hilt of his double-handed broadsword, but the ranger stopped himself from pulling the blade free, stunned as he was by the beautiful face in front of him.

      “Faylen…” he whispered.

      The elf was kneeling before him with her hand cupping his stubbly cheek, while her eyes looked over every inch of his face. It was dark now, though when Asher had sat against the tree to rest it had been midday. How long had he slept?

      Any questions he might ask were interrupted by the sound of a distant booming that resounded across the city. Judging by the direction and sound, he guessed it to be the main gates that fell under attack. The ranger made to move and Faylen placed a firm but gentle hand on his chest.

      “Shh…” the elf assured. “It started some time ago.”

      Asher couldn't believe her words. How could that sound pass him by and not wake him? The ranger turned to look around the tree, where he saw Tai’garn and the other two elves standing by the edge of the garden in the manner of sentinels. Reyna was still asleep, sat with her back to Nathaniel’s legs, who had fallen asleep on the bench, and her head resting against his leg. Tauren and the rangers were notably absent, disorientating Asher all the more.

      “You were exhausted,” Faylen continued. “You needed rest, as I did.”

      Asher returned his attention to the elf and took the hand on his chest in his own, gripping it tightly. “You don't have a scratch on you…” he said in disbelief.

      Faylen smiled, glancing at Tai’garn. “The magic of an elder should not be underestimated.” The elf looked down at her left shoulder with a furrowed brow. “Though it seems I will be left with some scars. The spell Alidyr inflicted on me cannot be entirely removed.”

      Asher didn’t like the sound of that. “He can't possess you though…”

      Faylen smiled again and the ranger couldn't help but mimic her. “That wretch holds no sway over me, you all took care of that in Barrosh. I am merely scarred for the experience.” The elf pulled her hand free and turned Asher’s jaw to the side. “As are you, it seems. I did this…”

      The ranger couldn't bear to see her face fall as it did. “You are not to blame for my wounds or even Reyna’s. There is only one who will pay.”

      Faylen nodded in agreement, even if her eyes didn’t. “I have spoken with Tai’garn. He says you don't know where Alidyr is.”

      “He’s probably out there,” Asher nodded his chin over his shoulder, “with the rest of the Darkakin, looking for a way in.”

      “Still no luck with the gem?” she asked quietly.

      Asher sighed. “Not yet. I am immune to magic again, though. So that’s progress,” he added sarcastically.

      “We’ll find a way,” Faylen promised.

      Her words took a hold of him and settled his emotions. The ranger cupped her face in his rough hand. “I thought we were going to lose you again.”

      Faylen held her hand over his and offered a reassuring smile. “I am made of stronger stuff, Outlander.” The two stifled their laughs, enjoying the moment. They shared a moment of silence, meeting each other’s eyes under the canopy of the old tree. “Thank you,” the elf finally said. “Besides all that you have done for me, you stayed by Reyna’s side and did what I could not.”

      Asher let his hand drop from her face. “If you’re talking about protecting her…”

      “No,” Faylen cut in. “You were just there, both of you.” The elf turned to regard Nathaniel as well. “The two of you have been a constant reminder that Illian is to be shared, not fought over. When this is over, Reyna will see to peace between our people because of the world you have shown her… because of the love you have shown her.”

      Asher took in the sight of the young lovers. “Do you think it’s possible?” he asked. “Can there ever be more than just an accord between our kin?”

      Faylen met his eyes again, holding him in place. “Perhaps when this war is over, we’ll find out.”

      Her words released a new spring of hope inside Asher. The ranger felt as if he had come up for air and found a new world beyond the one he had been living in, a world of promise and new beginnings.

      “Suddenly I feel as if I could end this war all by myself…” he said with a cocky smile.

      The elf pulled away. “Come on,” Faylen bade with an overweening smile of her own. She held a finger to her lips, gesturing to Reyna. “It took some time to get her to rest after she found me well again. I would have her sleep a little longer.”

      The ranger stood up, careful not to make too much noise and disturb the younger pair. The distant booming continued with steady intervals; there was no way anyone else in Velia was sleeping tonight.

      “What the hell is that?” he asked.

      Faylen joined him by the edge of the balcony, though the ranger noticed that their presence didn't turn a single head among the other elves. Asher followed their intense gaze down over the city, to the main gates. Despite the distance from the elevated gardens, the solid wood didn't appear to move under the constant barrage of flaming projectiles. Beyond the gates, the fields of Velia were blanketed by Darkakin, whose details were highlighted by the giant catapults being fitted with fresh boulders and set alight. Every catapult was aimed at the gate, but the silence between each impact was punctuated by the monotonous cheering of the savages.

      “They’ve been at it for some time,” Faylen said. “Still the gate holds.”

      Asher turned to Tai’garn. “How long will your shield hold?”

      “Under that strain?” Tai’garn replied. “Not long enough. I was only a child when we exiled the Darkakin, but I thought they were an unruly mob of savages. This is too… coordinated.”

      Asher’s memories were something of a blur from the last couple of days and he couldn't remember all the details they had given the elder. “When they caught up with us in Calmardra,” the ranger explained, “we came across Thallan Tassariӧn.”

      “The master of the sword...” Tai’garn said, settling Asher’s lapse in memory.

      Asher could still remember fighting the dark elf after meeting Reyna and Faylen, though it felt a lifetime ago now. “I had the impression he was in charge of the army.”

      “He is a powerful foe,” the elder leaned against the stone railing. “It is said he cannot be beaten with his sword in his hand.”

      “As powerful as he is,” Faylen said, “his blade cannot open those gates or bring down the walls. We have Adellum’s bow and Nakir Galvӧrd is buried under the rubble of Syla’s Gate.”

      Another fireball lit up the sky and came crashing down on the gate. The flare from Tai’garn’s shield flashed over the high walls and the orange glare from the fire below created an aura above the gate.

      The elder turned away from the barrage. “Valanis has lost two of his generals, a feat that would have all of you recorded in history, but it is the remaining three who concern me. You believe that Alidyr is with Thallan out there somewhere, but where is Samandriel Zathya? We faced her in Darkwell,” Tai’garn explained. “She led the forces of King Tion, from the north.”

      “The king of the north is yet to show himself,” Asher said, his eyes scanning the vast army spread out before them. “We may have your answer when he does.” The ranger kept his true feelings from spilling out. He had wanted to speak of the hopelessness when faced with another army besides the ten-thousand chanting in front of them.

      “Why is nobody talking about it?” Reyna asked suddenly from behind the group. Nathaniel was by her side appearing slightly disoriented. “We’re faced with overwhelming odds from not one but two armies. The Lirian forces won't reach us in time, but you say our own kin are closer to these shores than that of Ayda’s. Why are we not contacting my father and talking about an alliance?”

      Tai’garn was the last to face the princess. “King Elym is already aware of the Darkakin. He was informed before your arrival.” The elder glanced at the other elves, a look the ranger didn't miss. “The invasion is still to go ahead as planned.”

      Asher definitely didn't miss the looks exchanged between the elven warriors. Talking about the invasion in front of those they planned on slaughtering was not strategically correct. The ranger subtly shifted his hand so that the hilt of his broadsword was only inches away.

      “Then…” Reyna swallowed hard before continuing, “give me your diviner and I will speak to him.”

      Tai’garn made to speak but the tallest of the warriors interrupted. “This is not something we should discuss so openly.”

      Tai’garn held up his hand, silencing the elf. “Are you so blind, Ezeric, that you cannot see what is front of you. This is no longer a fight for land or birthright. This battle will finish a war that started before you were born, a war started by Valanis, not man.” The elder looked at Reyna and Faylen. “There are only two among our kin who have seen humanity for what it has become. They see peace where we see violence. I remember those days…”

      Ezeric pressed on. “These savages are no match -”

      The elder whipped his head around, silencing the warrior with a look this time. “Disobey me and suffer my disappointment. Disobey our princess and suffer the punishment. You forget your place, Ezeric.”

      The warrior averted his eyes and bowed without another word. The elder appeared far too young to command such respect and authority, though, for just a moment, Asher wondered if he had ever seen the elf as a boy, during his days under Nalana’s tutelage.

      “Alas, Princess Reyna,” Tai’garn continued, “I have already tried to reach King Elym. The diviners are failing to make any connection.” Reyna’s shoulders sagged in dismay.

      “How is that possible?” Faylen asked.

      Tai’garn replied, “I have seen magic such as this in the past, during the Dark War. Valanis would ensure that aid could never be called upon.”

      Nathaniel walked over to the rail and narrowed his vision, searching the centre mass of the Darkakin. “We would know if Valanis was here. It must be Alidyr or Thallan.”

      Another explosion rattled through the city, only this time it was accompanied by screams. Asher dashed to the rail and peered out across the night, fearing the worst. The gates were still intact, but the last fireball had missed the mark and struck the top of the wall, blasting a handful of Velian soldiers into oblivion. Red cloaks ran about with buckets of water, but the ranger’s attention was pulled to the shouting that echoed from different parts of the city.

      “It seems King Rengar has had enough,” Nathaniel commented.

      Asher agreed as he watched the first salvo from the Velian catapults take flight. There weren't nearly as many as the Darkakin possessed and the Velians had the harder task of aiming every shot between the four massive statues.

      “Attacking them might see their strategy shifted,” Reyna observed. “The city itself may now be targeted...”

      They watched in silence, waiting for any break in the Darkakins’ routine, but still the fireballs collided with Tai’garn’s shield. The Velians never failed to wreak havoc among the savages, who were all tightly packed together on the field. Those who narrowly avoided being killed by the fireballs were sent running through the bulk of the army, their bodies set alight.

      “Thallan keeps them on a tight leash,” Tai’garn said. “We are safe, for now.”

      The clangour of Doran’s heavy armour couldn't be mistaken, as the dwarf came up behind them with Glaide by his side. Asher noted the general weariness that Glaide wore, reminding the ranger that his old friend was just that, old. This was not the kind of battle a man in his mid-sixties should take part in, but being on this side of the walls left them all with very few options.

      “Is it time for the fightin’ yet?” Doran spat between mouthfuls of pork he tore from the bone in his hand.

      “Not quite, master dwarf,” Reyna replied with the slightest curl of a smile. “I hope that isn't your warhog…”

      Doran examined his pork bone with a furrowed brow, an expression that had the dwarf’s bushy eyebrows concealing his eyes. “Bah!” he waved the notion away. “I’d like to see anyone try and eat that old piece of leather. Even in death, he’d choke ye until ye joined him!”

      “Where’s Tauren?” Asher asked.

      Glaide looked beyond them, to the battlements below. “He went to help coordinate the Karathan soldiers so that they might be of better help to the Velians.”

      Doran waved his pork in the air. “He’s a good lad that one!”

      Asher couldn't disagree, especially having seen him in battle. He was definitely the son of Salim Al-Anan, there was no question there. The ranger could see a little of himself in the younger man, though that wasn't a good thing. Asher worried that Tauren would throw himself into the battle to come. The southerner was not a casualty his people could afford.

      “What about Hadavad?” Nathaniel inquired.

      Asher had learned long ago not to ask about the mage, Hadavad had a tendency to do as he pleased in the most mysterious of manners and without explanation.

      “I think she’s with Tauren,” Glaide replied.

      “I take it Kaleb Jordain is passed out somewhere?” Tai’garn asked.

      “It seems ye’ve got the measure of him.” Doran laughed between mouthfuls.

      Glaide explained, “He mentioned something about finding an open tavern…”

      His was a sword Asher had never come to depend upon. The disgraced knight knew nothing but drinking and making easy coin, something he wouldn't find in a city under siege.

      “Perhaps we should follow his example,” Tai’garn said unexpectedly, “and seek out sustenance for ourselves. This battle will not be fought in a single day or night. We must be ready for it.”

      Asher had avoided battles such as this his entire life, just as every Arakesh had. He wasn't trained for prolonged fighting. His days in Nightfall had been about honing his skills to that of a surgical blade, to be precise and deliver a strike that only needed one blow. Fighting at Syla’s Gate and West Fellion had taken it out of him, though Paldora’s gem had healed him after fighting alongside the Graycoats. If it weren't for Reyna’s magic he would still be suffering from his injuries in The Arid Lands. It felt out of place to seek food and drink when the city was under attack, but the elder was right, they had to be ready.

      “What do we do when my father arrives?” Reyna asked pointedly.

      The ranger had been around Faylen long enough now to see the subtle changes in her expression, changes that gave away her feelings. It appeared the arrival of Reyna’s father was something the elf had given consideration, but Faylen offered no solution.

      Tai’garn looked out at their foe. “One problem at a time, Princess Reyna. One problem at a time...”

      Asher could see that the elder’s answer would not sit well with Reyna, but it was hard to argue from such a dire situation as theirs. The ranger, however, did disagree with Tai’garn’s choice of words. He saw not one problem, but ten-thousand…
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            A death in the family

          

        

      

    

    
      Valanis clenched his fist, squeezing every ounce of power from the shard of Paldora’s gem. Above him, the elf had conjured a storm to consume all storms, filling the black clouds with lightning, each a bolt of his rage lashing down on Verda. Sleet and rain swirled about Kaliban in a hailstorm strong enough to rip entire villages from the ground. Slabs, the size of houses, exploded from the mountainside under the bombardment of lightning.

      There was more, he could feel it. Under the surface lay a vast font of magic just waiting to be tapped and unleashed upon the world. Valanis gritted his teeth, relying more and more on the shard to offer him some semblance of control and allow him to reach his full potential. The elf’s hands shook and his veins glowed under his skin. An animalistic roar erupted from his lips and drowned out the thunder before he fell to his knees.

      The shard offered him more control than he had ever claimed during The Dark War, but it wasn't enough. Naius’ magic demanded a stronger vessel, though Valanis knew there was none more worthy of it than he, for why else would the gods have chosen him? He could only tap into the god’s magic from inside the pools, but the crystal pools were no place for the herald of life’s creators. Valanis needed to be out there, leading the realm into a new era.

      The dark elf stared at the sky, watching nature resume control of the storm he had mustered. The rain slowly died away and the lightning danced through the clouds rather than strike the mountain. Valanis had tested himself and found nothing but failure. The last time he had fought against dragons he had the advantage of an elven army fighting under his banner. The Darkakin had proven efficient at capturing and killing individual dragons, but they were no match for what he felt had emerged in the east. The armies of the north, under King Tion, were no better. The men of Namdhor would crumple under the shadow of a single dragon, let alone dozens. No, he thought, he would be the one to deal with them.

      Valanis stretched out his hand and examined the crude ring, forged by the ranger. The black crystal inside was his only ally.

      It will suffice, Paldora’s voice carried from the chamber behind him.

      Valanis left the wet balcony and entered the warmth of his bedchamber. The elf removed his mask and lifted his hood, allowing his blond hair to flow over his dark robes and armour. The rain poured off of him, soaking the rugs under his feet. Valanis cared little, his attention on the gods. He waited, as he always did, for the gods to speak to him again. When last they communed, he had been shown the ancient spears of silvyr, but since then he had been left to instruct himself on the use of Paldora’s gem.

      Then it hit him.

      Valanis cried out in agony, sure that someone had just run a spike through his head. The dark elf dropped his knees once more, unable to hold himself up under the pain. His hands gripped the sides of his head, clawing at his skull to find the cause of his torture, but there was nothing except more pain. The sound of the dying storm disappeared along with his own screams, leaving him in a void filled with the cries of the gods. A dozen or more voices called out from the ether in distress. It was overwhelming for the herald.

      “Stop!” Valanis shouted. “Please, stop!”

      The voices continued to amplify until he could take it no more. The colours of his chamber faded away and the abyss rose up to swallow him. When at last he opened his eyes, the howl of the wind was the only thing that filled his ears. The doors to his balcony bashed against the stone, jarring his acute senses. Valanis found himself on his back in the middle of the bedchamber. There was a thick tension lying over the room, so palpable that he could feel it pressing upon his skin.

      The gods were here…

      Valanis got to his feet and hurried down the stone halls, navigating the maze of tunnels until he found the jagged rock of Vengora and the pools of Naius. Here, the power of the gods was magnified to a point that Valanis felt he could reach out and touch them.

      “What is happening?” he asked the empty cavern.

      The Veil! The scream echoed through his mind but he couldn't tell who had said it.

      The Veil has been found… It was Naius’ voice this time.

      He has been taken from us! Paldora’s cry was one of great distress.

      Valanis continued to turn on the spot, hoping to glimpse a shade of the gods. “Who has been taken?” He didn't understand.

      He isn't powerful enough! another god argued.

      He has the gem! Paldora protested.

      A shard! It isn't enough, a deep, male voice replied.

      Valanis was starting to feel dizzy again. No one, mortal or immortal, was meant to hear the gods contest each other.

      Krayt is gone! a female voice cried.

      Valanis looked up, stunned to hear such a proclamation. He must have heard it wrong, he thought. How could the god of war be gone?

      Valanis… Atilan’s distinguishable voice called to him from the nearest pools of glowing crystals. Valanis… The crystals rippled in response to the king of the gods.

      The herald cautiously looked over the edge of the pool, his purple eyes fixed on the shifting crystals. Atilan called to him again and he hesitantly dipped one hand into the pool. After a moment, Valanis felt another hand beneath the surface grasp onto his own. It was beyond strong, a vice would better describe the hold it had over him. Instinctively, Valanis pulled away but his hand would not follow. Instead, the other hand pulled him down until his entire body was dragged beneath the crystals.

      Atilan’s power consumed him. Valanis felt two hands grip both sides of his jaw and wrench his entire being open from the head down. The power and magic that filled his body took the herald’s consciousness to another place, a place where physical beings had no meaning. Flashes of light filled his vision, though he knew he wasn't looking through eyes anymore. There was no sense of self but, instead, an awareness of places, parts of the world where the well of magic was strong enough to pull his gaze.

      You see now… Atilan’s voice came from everywhere in the void.

      The flashes of colour and various landscapes changed to that of an enormous mountain Valanis had never seen before. Another flash of light had his newfound sight penetrating the rock and peering inside. An explosion rocked a cavern inside and Valanis discovered a sense of what had happened rather than witnessing the events. He knew a battle had taken place inside the mountain and that a tremendous amount of magic had been expelled. The Veil had been inside…

      This form of sight was unfamiliar and disorientating. Atilan’s presence enveloped him and guided his vision, giving him knowledge of a body that now lay charred and left to rot under the mountain.

      Lord Krayt…

      Valanis knew he should be shocked to learn of this, but in this place, he felt as if he already knew the god was lying dead. The more he thought about it, he just knew that the mountain was in Ayda and named after the king of dragons, Garganafan. The only revelation that Valanis kept to himself was that the gods could be killed after finding their physical form.

      Krayt was weak! Atilan pressed upon him in such a way that Valanis feared he would be unmade. The herald knew it to be foolish to think that his thoughts weren't laid out for Atilan like the pages of a book.

      In this new place, between Verda and the heavens, Valanis had only to think it and the answer would find him. He wanted to know what could kill a god and the knowledge brought with it a sight he had not seen for millennia. The dark elf was now looking down, through the roof of the world, over The Adean, where a green dragon glided on the wind. Atop the dragon was a rider.

      A man, Atilan confirmed. A new generation of Dragorn has risen to oppose us.

      Without any physical lips, mouth or voice box, Valanis didn't have the ability to scoff at such a thing. How could a man become a Dragorn? he thought.

      Do not underestimate humanity, Atilan continued. They are more powerful than you know, especially this one. He is more than just a man now. He is immortal. He is a godkiller…

      Valanis wanted to gain more knowledge about the rider, but everything became more distorted as he focused on the dragon.

      You have seen all that we can show you, the king of the gods said. Kill the Dragorn and retrieve The Veil. Then you will have proven yourself worthy…

      Valanis knew he should have been satisfied with being worthy of the gods and seeing to their return, but there was something to the way Atilan had spoken to him, as if there was something more.

      Do as I have commanded, Valanis, and you will see yourself risen to that of a god… the god of war!

      Valanis burst from the pool of crystals, gasping for breath. He had no idea how long he had been under or if there had been more to his conversation with Atilan. The dark elf heaved himself over the rocks and onto the cold floor, panting as he tried to make sense of what and where he had been. It felt as if centuries had gone by since Atilan offered him a place among the pantheon, and for a moment he doubted the whole experience.

      With a boost of magic, he recovered in seconds and found his feet again. It was strange to have limbs and nerves and senses again. When he closed his eyes he could still see the green dragon and its rider flying over the ocean, flying towards him. The rider had The Veil. As the gods had foretold, the immortal man would bring him his greatest desire, and with it, he would then claim the title of god.

      The god of war… Valanis liked the sound of that.
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      Reyna did her best to take it all in, to soak up every moment in the hopes of remembering this time of peace with her friends and the ones she loved. Doran and Glaide had shown them to a grotesquely long dining table, apparently favoured by the kings and queens of Illian, and taken advantage of the abandoned kitchens. The princess had sat for some time with her head leaning against Faylen’s shoulder, just watching as the rangers and Nathaniel swapped stories of their separate journeys north. Even Tai’garn spoke up, regaling them with older stories of Illian.

      For one perfect moment, Reyna was able to pretend Velia wasn't under siege and the world wasn't about to be plunged into a never-ending war. It was only for a moment…

      The distant booming could not be ignored for long. The Darkakin were only hours away from breaking Tai’garn’s shield and reducing the gates to burning splinters. A particularly loud explosion sounded from the open door, leading to the open garden.

      “I’ll take a look,” Nathaniel said, pushing his plate away.

      Reyna watched the knight walk away and she felt the urge to accompany him, as she often did. The princess knew that she needed to speak with Nathaniel before the real fighting begun, though the thought of it made her heart flutter and blood rush to her face. There was no denying how she felt for the Graycoat, and being on the edge of a battle that could easily claim all of their lives made it ridiculous that she would push him away because of his limited lifespan. This should be the time they enjoyed together as perhaps the last great thing they ever experienced.

      The princess squeezed her mentor’s arm before getting up. Faylen was her rock and it lifted Reyna’s spirits to feel her whole again. She could only hope to attain Tai’garn’s healing abilities, though the thought of being more than two-thousand years old was hard to imagine without having even three decades to her name.

      Reyna made for the balcony, expecting to see a warning look from Faylen, but the elf simply smiled. It was a warm smile that she rarely saw on her mentor’s face. With a single expression, Faylen had given Reyna her blessing to pursue Nathaniel, not that the princess required it, but it certainly helped.

      The sun was rising from somewhere behind the palace, setting the sky alight with shades of pink that chased the stars away. The serene vista was stained with the continuous exchange of fireballs and everything below the horizon was tainted by the black mass of Darkakin. Had the princess been in Elandril, in the heart of Ayda’s forests, the dawn would have been accompanied by birdsong and the rustle of ancient trees. Here, nature was drowned out by the chanting of savages. The impacts against Tai’garn’s shield were enough to keep birds away for miles.

      Nathaniel glanced back at her from the railing. “Our northern catapults have already run dry.”

      Reyna joined him by the edge and looked down at the city. The knight was correct; only the southern catapults continued to fire back at the Darkakin. Beyond the walls, the savages had scattered, taking advantage of the four colossal statues that determined the angle of attack available to the Velians. More fireballs came crashing down on the gates’ shield, each one wearing it down. The princess’ elven eyes could see the flare from every impact becoming dimmer.

      “The shield will break soon,” Reyna commented.

      The two stood side-by-side in silence, both aware that they wanted to say something else. How could it be so hard to say something to the one she… That thought led Reyna to the outcome she had been trying so hard to ignore. It needed saying.

      Both turned to each other and said, “There’s something I need to say…”

      They smiled and shared a laugh. Was Nathaniel going to say what he had always wanted to, as Reyna was about to, or was he going to agree with her previous sentiment and tell her it was right that they should stay apart? The princess looked up into his dark eyes and knew that she would always find happiness there, even if it would be brief, it would be happiness.

      Both attempted to speak again, but Nathaniel said, “I think princesses get the first word.”

      Reyna offered a cheeky grin. “And the last.” Reyna swallowed, aware that the next words out of her mouth would be a proclamation she could never take back. The princess only hoped she hadn't pushed him away already.

      “I think I… That is to say, I know I lo…” Her words were drowned out by the blaring of three massive horns, positioned on Velia’s outer walls. They both turned to the vista and observed the red cloaks dashing about the western edge of the wall. The horns continued to blare out from between the giant statues, though the particular message they were relaying was lost on Reyna.

      “They’re here.” Nathaniel was looking to the north-west, where another army was emerging from behind the treeline and over the ridge.

      Reyna’s eyes took in the detail of the newcomers, but even a human could see the golden lion Sigil against the white banners. The men from Namdhor marched over the land in golden armour and flowing white cloaks, each wielding a spear and a sword. Their king, Merkaris Tion, rode in the lead with an entourage of knights on horseback. The individual details were impossible to make out from the balcony, but it could only be the king of the north with such a guard.

      “Oh no…” Reyna caught sight of the war machines that would change the state of Velia’s defences.

      “What do you see?” Nathaniel asked.

      They were visible over the tops of the trees, but they soon came into the open fields for all to see. “They brought siege towers,” Reyna replied.

      The Darkakin were already reacting to the Northmen and making room for the towers to pass through their ranks. Trolls were jabbed by elongated spears and directed towards the towers, where the Darkakin forced the beasts to take over from the knights of Namdhor. Their thick chains were attached to the sides of the towers, keeping the trolls in place. The roars of giants reached a new crescendo and the hulking creatures beat their chests like drums. Some were too far for Reyna to see, but those closest to the walls were adorned in an armour made from a mismatch of Karathan shields, no doubt picked from the battlefield at Syla’s Gate.

      Asher was the first to join them on the balcony. “We have to get to the walls,” the ranger insisted. He turned to Tai’garn. “Can you bring down those towers?”

      The elder looked up at the cloudless sky. “Possibly. But it will take time.”

      “We’ll buy you what we can,” Asher replied, “but time is no longer our ally.”

      Faylen emerged from the palace and threw Reyna’s enchanted bow into the princess’ hand. “The Velians are going to need your aim,” she said quietly.

      There was a lot to take from Faylen’s simple statement, but Reyna didn't have time to dwell on her mentor’s new found confidence in her. The princess shared a silent discussion with Nathaniel, each telling the other that they had to live through this to finish their conversation. A moment later, they were leaving Tai’garn in the garden and sprinting for the wall.

      “Where’s that bloody hog?” Doran shouted down the corridors of the palace. It would be some time before he joined them.
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      Navigating the packed streets of Velia was slow work. Reyna periodically looked up at the walls, praying to the gods that the siege towers hadn't arrived yet. Faylen proved that she was back to full health by leading the way. The elf leaped over carts, abandoned barrels, and supply boxes with the grace of a cat. Stray horses made everything more difficult for the rangers and Nathaniel, who lacked the ability to jump over or slide between the narrow gaps as the elves did.

      “Glaide!” a young voice shouted over the din. “Asher!” Tauren came running out of a side-street amid a team of horses who were creating chaos in every direction.

      “Tauren!” Glaide guided the southerner to his voice.

      One of the fleeing horses became distressed between them and reared up on its hind legs. Reyna moved with uncanny speed and scooped the child up who was seconds away from being trampled to death. A manic-looking mother gladly took her daughter back and disappeared into the throng, while Nathaniel jumped in and grabbed the horse by the reins.

      “Easy, boy!” the Graycoat did his best to calm the horse.

      “Where did they all come from?” Glaide asked.

      Tauren wiped the sweat from his brow. “I was making sure they were secure in the stables,” he explained, “when Hector became spooked.”

      “Hector?” Asher echoed in disbelief.

      “Yes. Glaide found him after Syla’s Gate.” Tauren looked over his shoulder at the mess. “He likes to run…”

      Asher smiled. “Usually away.”

      Reyna’s attention was called by the movement in the corner of her eye. Ezeric and Nalmar were dashing across the rooftops, avoiding the crowds, and heading for the outer walls. Both Faylen and herself were trained to fight with a multitude of weapons, but it had been a while since she had witnessed elven warriors in battle. They would prove quite the sight.

      “We cannot linger,” Faylen reminded them.

      Along with Tauren, the companions ran for the stairs that zig-zagged up the western wall. A battalion of Karathan warriors had taken up stations behind the main gates, easily identified by their black cloaks beside the Velians in red. Most gave Tauren a nod as they ran past, but the young man followed Reyna and the others up the stairs.

      Ezeric and Nalmar were already standing on the battlements, wedged between rows of Velian soldiers. Asher and Nathaniel jogged down the line, searching for a better vantage. Glaide, however, was sitting at the top of the stairs, resting on his knees with a sheen of sweat on his bald head.

      “I’m going to find General Kail,” Tauren said. “Some of his men cannot understand the language these northerners speak.”

      “Be safe,” Reyna offered. “Fight hard.”

      Tauren pulled free the two short-swords sitting upside down on his back. “Is there any other way to fight?”

      Glaide finally stood up and shrugged off his heavy, leather-hide coat. “I’m getting too old for this…” The ranger was wearing light-armour and chainmail. Seeing him now, ready for battle, Reyna couldn't imagine a world in which Glaide had ever been a tailor.

      “Reyna!” Nathaniel shouted down the battlement.

      Faylen joined her in running to their side, just to the right of the main gates below. Be it her regal status or her elven nature, the men of Velia moved aside and allowed the two elves to stand at the front. To their left, above the main gates, the battlements were raised, giving the king of Velia the perfect view of the army that had come to crush his kingdom. Lord Marshal Horvarth of the Graycoats stood beside him with his thumbs hooked into his belt. Surprisingly, Hadavad was among the elite with her staff at the ready. General Falcor stood behind them, pacing as he barked orders across both sides of the wall, sending runners up and down to relay the orders to nock arrows.

      “Arrows aren't going to stop those towers,” Asher kept his voice low.

      Reyna agreed, taking note for the first time that the clear sky was now spontaneously filling with grey clouds. The siege towers had broken off now, with four of the eight moving south of the main gates, while the other four took the north of the gates. One of them was heading directly for the spot in which they stood.

      “Shouldn't King Rengar be giving some kind of speech?” Reyna asked, remembering the encouraging words Lord Marshal Horvarth had offered at the battle of West Fellion.

      Asher laughed silently to himself. “I guarantee you, by the time those towers reach the wall, King Rengar won't be anywhere near here.”

      More runners jogged past them and the sound of Ned Fennick’s voice broke out over the wall. “Spread yourselves among the Velians!” he shouted, directing the dozens of Graycoats along the ramparts.

      The elf tensed, unsure if Asher was going to finish the fight he had started the previous day. Had it not been for the thousands of enemies marching towards them, the princess was confident the commanding Graycoat would have been flung over the wall by now.

      “READY!” General Falcor shouted, his order repeated down the line.

      Reyna nocked an arrow of her own, along with Nathaniel and Asher. Faylen had been stripped of her weapons during the arduous journey out of the pit, leaving her without a bow and with what any elf would call a blunt, human sword. Still, in the hands of Faylen, it would suffice to cut her enemies down and keep them down.

      “FIRST LINE! AIM FOR THE BEASTS!” General Falcor pointed at the trolls pushing the towers. “SECOND LINE! AIM HIGH!”

      “Reyna,” Asher called, his eyes fixed down the length of his arrow. “Aim for the edges. Pin the door in place.”

      The princess let some of the tension out of the bowstring and examined the siege towers. The ranger was right; if her aim was true, the arrows would penetrate the platform that dropped down onto the battlements and pin them to the framework of the tower itself. It wouldn't hold forever, but it would give them a better chance to prepare for whatever jumped out.

      The siege towers continued to roll over the land and through the lower city that sat in the field outside the main gates. The Darkakin moved with them, ready to climb the towers and storm the battlements. Worryingly, the golden soldiers of Namdhor pushed through the mob of savages in lines carrying the largest ladders Reyna had ever seen. The drums were constant in the background, a beat that had the Darkakin marching onwards with savage glee. They were within range of her bow now, but the Velians had a little longer to wait.

      The anticipation was agony.

      This was the third battle the princess had been a part of and it was easily the largest. Seeing the strength of her friends helped Reyna to keep her nerve and pull back on the bowstring. Her aim was always true.

      “FIRST LINE! FIRE!” Falcor bellowed.

      Several thousand arrows were released into the approaching army below, with most finding their mark in the thick skin of the trolls. The beasts looked up and roared in defiance, their horned tusks as big as any man’s arm. Those that were dropped were quickly replaced by more at the point of a spear.

      Reyna fired her first arrow into the siege tower and relished in the power of her bow. The arrow sunk into the wood with ease and pinned the door to the frame. A second arrow mirrored the first, pinning the other side.

      “SECOND LINE! FIRE!” Falcor’s orders had the row of archers behind Reyna replacing those beside her. Their arrows flew high into the air, but they were clustered together and aimed to come down on the towers.

      Movement from Hadavad turned Reyna’s head. The mage jumped up onto the wall of the battlements and raised her staff high into the air. The spell that left her lips was lost in the sound of more arrows being nocked, but its design was clear to see. Every arrow arching through the sky was instantly set alight.

      “They mean to burn the towers,” Faylen observed.

      Reyna could only hope it would work. The siege towers were closing in on the wall and the storm clouds Tai’garn was conjuring were still taking shape.

      “What?” Nathaniel voiced the question on everyone’s mind when the flaming arrows were suddenly extinguished mid-flight. Every arrow found its mark in the towers, but without a flame, they were useless to stop their progress.  “The wind?” The knight looked up at the gathering storm clouds.

      “No,” Faylen replied. “They were lit with magic, they could only be extinguished with magic…”

      Asher lowered his bow and pressed against the wall. “Alidyr…”

      “Or Thallan,” Nathaniel said. “We have both to contend with now.”

      Faylen sheathed her sword and held her hands out. “I can still summon fire enough to burn this one,” she said, gesturing to the nearest tower.

      “Don't,” Asher warned. The ranger put his hands on Faylen’s wrists and lowered them. “They’ll be looking for magic. We shouldn't offer them a target.”

      Reyna agreed, noticing that several of the Velian soldiers were backing away. She couldn't disagree with them, it was dangerous to be around herself and the others. They had become targets of great value in this war. Should Thallan or Alidyr learn of their whereabouts on the battlements, enemy forces would be re-directed to challenge them.

      “FIRST LINE!” General Falcor shouted again. “BRING THOSE BEASTS DOWN!”

      Reyna leant her bow to the first line of archers this time. The arrow flew from her bow with audibly more power and found its target before any other. The troll’s head exploded in a fountain of red gore, leaving nothing but a pair of thick tusks to fall to the ground. From their angle on the battlements, Reyna could only target two of the other trolls pushing the towers. Both died from her deadly aim, only the furthest siege tower was backed up by a giant, who ran across the battlefield and slammed into the tower, pushing it forwards with some speed.

      Up close, the giants were almost as hideous as the trolls, with scabby, bent ears that ended in points and bald heads crowned with small horns. They were twice the size of the trolls and at least the height of a dozen men. Their heads were easily as big as any man, with mouths of jagged teeth that looked strong enough to tear a person in half. Thick arms ended in four-fingered hands with most wielding the better part of a tree for a weapon. The giant pushing the siege tower to their right was coated with arrows, but the monster’s armour of shields had kept most of its body from harm.

      “Bring the giant down!” Ned Fennick yelled from somewhere behind the line of archers.

      Reyna couldn't get a clear shot that would see the giant brought down, but the elf did have a shot of its hand. The arrow launched from her bow with magical speed and force until it sunk into the giant’s knuckle, severing one of its fingers. It didn't kill the monster, but it slowed the siege tower down enough for the Graycoats to position themselves at the point where it would meet the wall.

      Nathaniel broke free of their ranks and faced the six Graycoats stationed behind them, waiting for the siege tower. “We’ve got this one,” he told them. “Go and help them!” The knight pointed down the line, to the next tower along. The Graycoats hesitated, unsure what to do with an order from Nathaniel.

      “You heard him!” Lord Marshal Horvarth barked from atop the king’s platform.

      “BRACE!” Falcor warned, moments before the next catapult unleashed its fireball on the gate. The entire wall shook and the magical shield protecting the gate flared.

      There was a lot of movement on the platform preceding the king’s departure. An entourage of knights moved soldiers aside and escorted Rengar down the steps and along the rampart. Reyna caught his eye and did everything she could to make sure the the king of Velia knew how she felt about a ruler who left his soldiers to fight alone. It wasn't enough to give the king pause, however, and he fled the wall with all haste.

      “FOR KING AND COUNTRY!” General Falcor cried. “FOR YOUR FAMILIES! YOU WILL HOLD THIS WALL!”

      The towers were only feet away now and the second line of archers fired their arrows at will. Reyna stepped back, giving herself more room to fire her bow on the closest siege tower. Nathaniel and Asher replaced their bows and drew swords, lining up next to Faylen. Glaide had already left to join Tauren on the northern side of the wall and Doran was yet to show himself.

      “READY…” the general had drawn his own sword now.

      Reyna didn't have to wait with Adellum’s bow in her hands. The princess nocked arrow after arrow and let loose into the top of the adjacent siege tower. The howling of the Darkakin inside was quickly replaced with screams of surprise and pain. The back of the tower burst open as the savages were hit by the enchanted arrows and sent flying through the wall. Some were already dead when they landed on the ground, but some survived long enough to yell until the impact finished them off.

      The walls shook again when the towers finally came to a halt. The sound of stone shattering under the weight of the falling doors found Reyna’s ears, and the towers created small bridges for the Darkakin to invade. All but one. The siege tower in front of them remained intact. The savages on the other side beat against the panel but her arrows held it in place.

      “Listen,” Asher said, turning to the Velian soldiers. “Whatever comes out of that tower, you look them in the eyes and let them know that this is your home, and you won't be giving it up without a fight. You protect the man beside you and keep your swords up. We’ll face Darkakin before any man from the north. They’re everything you’ve heard. Savages, cannibals… but they’re disorganised in battle. Remember your training and you’ll all see home again.”

      The Velians nodded along, some even gritting their teeth in determination, while others nudged the shoulder of the man next to them and nodded their silent agreement to watch their back. The ranger certainly inspired and Reyna wished it had been Asher who spoke to the army, not Falcor.

      Fighting had broken out in every direction. Swords clashing with their familiar tune became the background hum of the battle, drowning out the chanting beyond the wall. Reyna looked down the line, her elven eyes quickly finding Tauren who had already thrown himself into the fray. The princess focused her attention on the tower in front of her and decided the Darkakin needed a few more arrows to remind the savages what was waiting for them on the battlement. She released three more arrows, killing five of the wicked men before the panel gave way and dropped onto the wall and crushed the stone.

      The sights, sounds, and even smells that emerged from the top of the tower were overwhelming, especially to an elf. Adding to the attack on her senses, the Darkakin screamed and howled in their dash across the small bridge. Asher would have been the first to draw blood, had Reyna not fired another arrow into the mob. The might of her arrow pushed the first Darkakin back into the crowd behind him, creating a ripple effect that forced many off either side of the bridge. Those that did make it found the point of the ranger’s broadsword.

      There was no more talking now. Only the clash of steel and the sound of blood hitting the floor in large volumes. The rhythmic sound of the catapults’ attack on the gates was a countdown in the background. At some point, that countdown would reach its inevitable end and the gates would be vulnerable, then the battle would change again, as it had with the arrival of the siege towers.

      Reyna couldn't think of the next problem when faced with the charging horde of Darkakin. A swipe of her bow put the first on his back and a kick forced the second into another, giving Nathaniel the perfect opportunity to cleave the savage’s head off. The next foe jumped into the air, hoping to bring his weight down on the elf, but her reflexes were too fast. The arrow that left her bow passed clean through the Darkakin on its journey into the sky, leaving her to catch the body and use the corpse to shield herself against the axe coming at her head. The Darkakin’s weapon became stuck in the dead man’s armour, opening him up for Nathaniel to drive his sword high into the savage's ribcage. Elf and man nodded at each other before spinning away to tackle their next enemy.

      The Velian soldiers had spread out, wisely giving Asher the room he required to execute his own training. The ranger’s two-handed sword rotated in every direction, covering every angle to parry his enemies and counter-attack with deadly precision. More than once, he resorted to a barbaric style in order to deal with those who found a way inside his sword arm. The ranger’s spiked pommel was always enough to knock any Darkakin back, if not put them down for good. Nathaniel danced around Asher, catching any who wished to overrun him. The knight parried and attacked in tandem with the ranger, defending him and killing those who slipped by.

      Faylen dashed side-to-side, evading every slash and bringing her own sword up to cut her enemies open. The Darkakin dropped around her in quick succession, but it soon became clear that the savages had targeted her. The Darkakin cut their way through four of the Velian soldiers and pressed the attack, pushing Faylen back, towards an edge that would see her fall back into the city.

      With no room to wield her bow anymore, Reyna fixed it to her back and pulled her scimitar clean from its scabbard. Using the dead bodies of two piled Darkakin, the princess jumped into the air and came down, sword first, into her mentor’s attackers. Faylen side-stepped, allowing Reyna’s skewered victim to slide of the sword and fall into the city. Unfortunately, for the rest of the Darkakin, the elves didn't stop there, but intertwined their combat styles to create a whirlwind of steel. In the time it would take most to lift their sword, Reyna and Faylen had dispatched them all.

      Asher growled at the front of the battlements and lifted his broadsword horizontally against a Darkakin’s chest. One quick blow to the head, using his deadly pommel, disoriented the savage enough for him to force the man over the edge and back into the field. Nathaniel rolled across the floor and sprung up with his sword driving into the belly of one who sought to strike the ranger from behind.

      It never ended. The flow of armoured savages was that of a waterfall, a force of nature that couldn't be stopped. Elven stamina would keep her and Faylen on their feet, but how long could the men last?

      “Horvarth!” Ned Fennick yelled over the cries of death.

      Reyna swivelled to face the king’s platform and saw that it was now under attack from the Darkakin. The Lord Marshall defied his years and held his own beside the few Graycoats who remained by his side. Fennick scrambled to reach the platform, fighting his way past Reyna and the others. The princess didn't want to see the leader of the Graycoats fall, but she knew better than to prioritise an individual in a moment such as this. Everyone with a sword in their hand was valuable, equal in their ability to defend Velia.

      A flash of light and a handful of Darkakin flying through the air reminded Reyna that there were those among them that could not be considered equal. Hadavad mirrored that of a dancer, only every flick, twist, and spin of her staff saw her enemies burnt, frozen, and broken. The mage’s spells flew into the dawn, taking any out foolish enough to get in her way. It was an unmistakable display of magic, one that could no doubt be seen across the battle.

      “Hadavad!” Reyna cried, desperate to warn her.

      The princess’ warnings went unheard as Ned Fennick climbed the steps, shouting to his commander as he did. The Graycoats rallied around the Lord Marshal, but there was nothing they could do to stop the fireball hurtling towards them. Reyna saw it first, noticing that its trajectory was different to those that had struck the gates. She cried out for Hadavad again and again but the mage was fighting for her life.

      “Reyna!” Nathaniel was too far away to stop the princess from running onto the king’s platform.

      The fireball roared through the sky, promising an explosive death, but Reyna could feel her connection to magic just sitting dormant under her skin, itching to be unleashed. The elf slid on her knees across the platform, ducking under the swipe of a stray Darkakin, and came to rest on one knee. Her hands flew out and projected enough magical force to condense the air and form a shield around them all. The fireball came down on her shield with more force than the princess had expected, but still, she held. The fire enveloped the shield, blocking out the stormy clouds overhead. A blast of cold air ran over the back of her neck when Hadavad cast a destructive spell, slicing a Darkakin in half.

      Then another struck her shield. Then another. And another. Every one wore her down until the heat from the projectiles found a way into the bubble, creating a furnace. The last fireball impacted directly on top of the bubble and shattered the spell in an explosion of brilliant light. Reyna blinked hard to be rid of the ash and debris that floated onto her face. It took another moment to realise that she was on her back several feet from where she had been standing.

      “Reyna…” Hadavad crawled over the platform with blood running down her forehead.

      Ned Fennick was already getting to his hands and knees, attempting to wake the Lord Marshal, but when Reyna attempted to move, her head became heavy and the clouds above began to spin.

      “Reyna!” Nathaniel cried from close by. It was the last thing she heard before oblivion swallowed her up.
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        * * *

      

      King Merkaris Tion looked on in awe at the spectacle before him. Velia’s famous wall of kings was being overrun, its green fields were hidden beneath an ocean of its enemies, and he was yet to lose a single man in battle. The Darkakin were a mindless mob of murderers and killers who needed only to be pointed in the right direction. It was only a matter of time before the realm of Alborn collapsed under the might of Valanis and he, the king of the north, would be given lordship over all mankind.

      The white cloaks of his soldiers contrasted with the tainted black armour of the Darkakin, the two now mixing in the lower city outside the main gates. With any luck, he thought, the Darkakin would take the brunt of the casualties in penetrating Velia’s outer defences and his soldiers could sweep through the city afterward. Then, he could finally show the world his true power. The magic he had learned in Kaliban was his true strength and he wished only to use it for the will of Valanis.

      “Thallan!” Samandriel called from her horse beside him.

      Merkaris tapped his horse to follow the spear-wielding general. The Darkakin and Northmen alike moved out of their way, though the king suspected they feared Samandriel more than he. Adorned in black and gold armour with shadowy cloaks and hoods, both Samandriel and Thallan screamed danger to his instincts. It was a feeling Merkaris had come to enjoy…

      Samandriel jumped off her horse and joined Thallan in the middle of the field. The master of the sword had appeared in a deep trance with his arms stretched out at his sides. When the generals finally met there was no love between them, though Merkaris could never recall anything but contempt between any of the Hand. He gave his horse over to one of his knights and came to stand beside them, as if he shared their command.

      “Where did this storm come from?” he asked, feeling the magic in the air.

      “Observant as ever, King Tion,” Thallan replied.

      “This is beyond any human mage,” Samandriel said.

      “I have been trying to slow it down. It must be the princess...” Thallan stuck out his tongue in the manner of a snake tasting the air.

      “No brother, this is the elder I faced in Darkwell. It stinks of his magic!”

      “There are elves inside the city?” Merkaris asked absently. He was eager to test his magic against another elf. Killing the princess’ aid, Mӧrygan Mӧrgӧ, had been intoxicating, a drug he needed more of.

      Thallan ignored the question. “There was a display of magic above the gates. The catapults seem to have taken care of it, but the storm continues to build.”

      “Perhaps you killed the princess,” Samandriel said with a wicked grin.

      “There are more magic users inside those walls than elves.” Thallan turned to the albino Darkakin beside him. “Overlord Kett, continue bombardment on the gates.”

      The albino savage snorted before relaying the orders. He appeared quite the beast to Merkaris, with thick, red tattoos tracing his skin and half a head of white hair swept to one side. It was perhaps the massive cleaver strapped to his back, crusted with old blood, that would most have the king avoiding hand-to-hand combat with him. Not that he would ever need to resort to such barbaric behaviour, not when he possessed a wand and the knowledge to use it.

      “Have your men prepare the battering ram,” Thallan ordered Merkaris. “That shield won't hold for much longer.”

      Despite the irritation that came with being given an order, Merkaris smiled. “I am the battering ram…”
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            Queen to queen

          

        

      

    

    
      Adilandra felt her stomach drop when she looked through Ӧlli’s eyes. Valanis’ forces had almost doubled with the arrival of a new army. The queen’s initial moment of elation was quashed when this new army from the north sided with the Darkakin rather than challenging them. The dark elf had already corrupted the hearts of men it seemed. Velia was now crawling with savages and beasts of war, all clambering over one another to spill blood.

      Reyna…

      Adilandra called the name and the owl’s head turned back to the battlements, where the two opposing forces collided. The battle was that of fury and terror. The Velians fought to keep their people safe and the Darkakin fought for nothing but the fun of it. Ӧlli’s black eyes fixed on the central battlements, above the gates. Reyna was injured! The princess was on the floor and not moving, but the knight, Nathaniel, kept any attackers at bay. The man moved like a wraith, protecting that which he clearly loved. Adilandra found no hope in his courage, for her daughter was still lying motionless on the floor.

      She had to help her!

      Torn between watching Reyna and actually doing something to help, Adilandra felt rage building inside of her. The queen hadn't felt this helpless and angry since her captivity in Malaysai when she had been forced to fight in the arena. For too long, Adilandra had watched her daughter fight in the battles she and all of her kind should have been fighting. The struggles and the pain should have been hers, not Reyna’s. A wave of resolution washed over the queen of the elves, and if she had to swim to Velia herself, she would be leaving right now.

      The spell faded and her connection to the owl was severed in the blink of an eye. The sea breeze washed over her, bringing her elven senses back to life. It looked to be another clear day in Hook of the World, though the sky was still filled with dragons. The smell of several dead whales wafted up the beach and threatened to have Adilandra throw up the fish Galanӧr had cooked the previous night.

      The queen ignored the distracting sights and sounds and searched the bay for any sign of Rainael the emerald star. The green dragon was sat in the surf, regal as ever with her head pointed to the north. Adilandra set off at a jog, past Galanӧr who was stood on top of a dune running through his sword routines.

      “What’s wrong?” he called after her.

      “We’re leaving!” Adilandra replied without stopping.

      The queen splashed through the water and waded in up to her knees until she stood before the green dragon. Rainael glanced down at her, giving nothing away. A dragon’s face was impossible to read with unfamiliar eyes, but Adilandra had hoped for something more. The queen of dragons kept her eyes on the horizon and her emotions in check, choosing to share nothing with the elf.

      “Rainael, emerald star of the skies…” Adilandra waited for some recognition that never came. “I have seen the terrors unfolding in Illian. Valanis has struck sooner than we hoped.” Adilandra used the dark elf’s name to get Rainael’s attention. “The Darkakin have attacked Velia and my…” The queen lowered her head, still able to see Reyna lying on the battlements. “My daughter is there. She has been injured.”

      When Adilandra looked back up at Rainael, the dragon’s startling blue eyes were staring back at her. It was impossible to stand under such scrutiny and not feel intimidated. Galanӧr was standing in the water now, concern etched across his perfect features. Adilandra knew better than to give the other elf any regard when standing before the emerald star. Rainael commanded respect and being distracted by any other would have Adilandra’s words fall on deaf ears.

      “We cannot stay any longer,” she continued. “You have the power to change this war and the longer we wait the more ground Valanis gains.” Rainael snorted and lifted her head back to the horizon. “I know we agreed to wait and meet up with Adriel and Gideon, but the Darkakin moved faster than we could have imagined. They are laying siege to Velia right now…” The queen of elves could think of nothing more to say and it appeared she had lost Rainael’s attention. Images of Reyna flashed before her eyes, driving her on. “You’re the only ones who can turn the tide. We must leave. You have an obligation to help Illian now -”

      Adilandra took an instinctive step back. Her last words had Rainael peering down at her again, only this time, a sense of irritation emanated from the dragon, leaving the elf bristling with the shared emotion. She was confident that Rainael would never harm her, but it would be stupid to forget what creature was standing over her. Rainael was still a dragon, a predator that knew no equal, and a creature that would not suffer fools.

      “Gideon is a Dragorn now,” Adilandra explained. “The bond between man and dragon has been reforged. Right now, thousands of humans, all potential Dragorn, are threatened by Valanis, just as my kind was during The Dark War. Garganafan gave his life in that war -” The queen held her tongue when Rainael shook her wings and roared into the sky. In hindsight, Adilandra thought, perhaps Garganafan’s sacrifice was something the dragon didn’t need reminding of.

      “Adilandra…” Galanӧr called softly with an edge of warning in his voice.

      The queen waved him away and took a breath. She had to reach her daughter and if the elf had to challenge a dragon to do it, then she would.

      “Reyna has fought on her own for too long,” Adilandra told Galanӧr. “They all have. It’s time we reminded Valanis and his ilk that there are things even they should fear.” Her eyes looked up and met Rainael’s with her last words.

      Rainael whipped her head around and her tail extended as the dragon came to stand. Adilandra did her best to navigate the enormous creature, who was now striding onto the beach. Galanӧr waded over to his queen, his protective nature coming out as it often did around her. They watched Rainael stamp across the beach, a display that garnered the attention of the rest of her kind.

      “What’s happening?” Galanӧr asked.

      Adilandra wasn't sure. She could see why the Dragorn had been so vital in the past. Rainael grunted at Beldroga the great hunter, who quickly found his feet and turned to the majority of those gathering around them. His roar was a magnitude above Rainael’s and it soon rippled across the dragons, who all responded with their own mighty roar. As one, they launched into the sky, their wings kicking up clouds of sand on their way into the sky. Rainael turned to face the elves and lowered her head, exposing her neck.

      “I think…” Adilandra couldn't believe it herself. “I think we’re going to war.”
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            On the wall

          

        

      

    

    
      Asher wiped the blood from his eyes to better see his enemy. The Darkakin were throwing themselves at Velia’s defences without a care. The ranger was forced to plant his feet further apart to secure his footing on the battlements, which had quickly become slick with the blood of so many. From North to south, the walls were being overrun by savages. The Velians and the Graycoats put up a decent fight, but the Darkakin had the numbers. Many took note of Asher’s rampage and simply avoided him on their way out of the siege tower, heading instead for the stairs into the city.

      “Block the stairs!” came a cry, though it was impossible to identify the voice.

      A group of Velians broke away from Asher’s position and made for the stairs, leaving the ranger exposed to a flanking attack. A spiked pommel to the face had the Darkakin in front of him falling away, staggering those behind him. All it took was the parrying of three more savages, however, to keep his sword from felling the man behind him. Asher could see the serrated blade coming for him out of the corner of his eye. Kicking the Darkakin would be his only defence, but it would compromise his footing and see him laid on his back, at the mercy of the other three.

      It mattered little a moment later, when Faylen appeared from within the chaos and side-kicked the Darkakin so hard he was pushed over the wall. Asher spun his broadsword around, lifting his attackers’ blades and exposing their midriff. Their new armour was good, but the ranger swiped his sword horizontally and cut all three of them across the belly, where the chest plate should have met their belts.

      A strong, elven hand gripped his shoulder and yanked him back, allowing the Graycoats to rush in and take over stemming the flow. It gave Asher a moment’s pause and the chance to catch his breath. The ranger could feel his lungs burning and his chest felt tight. If he survived the day, he knew there would be more wounds and aches he was yet to feel.

      A series of fireballs exploded against the king’s platform, shaking the battlements under his feet. Asher turned to inspect the damage and realised he was no longer where he had started, but instead, further down the northern wall. Nathaniel and Reyna were nowhere to be seen and Glaide and Tauren weren't far off, fighting on the other side of the colossal statue that towered above them all. The elves, Ezeric and Nalmar, darted about the battlements like demons, their scimitars a blur in their hands. The elven steel had no trouble slicing through the Darkakin armour, and yet the pair didn't have a drop of blood on them. The same couldn't be said for Faylen, who was streaked in the red stuff.

      “We need to get back to Reyna and Nathaniel!” the elf shouted over the melee.

      Asher agreed, searching the wall for any sign of them. That was when he heard Glaide grunt in pain behind them. The older ranger was on his back, one hand holding a pointed spear at bay while the other batted a sword away. Asher instinctively ran to help his old friend, shoving Velians and Graycoats aside and cutting through any stray Darkakin to reach him. Using his momentum, the ranger barged into the spear-wielding savage, knocking him into the sword-wielder and giving Glaide the chance to find his feet. Faylen was an ever constant presence, keeping any who sought to harm Asher away.

      Tauren burst from the fray, jumping over the dead, to attack the Darkakin who had put Glaide on his back. Asher drove his sword down into the first, ending him immediately. The second had enough time to raise his serrated blade again, but it might as well have been a twig in his hand for all the help it gave him against Tauren. The southerner danced around the savage, opening arteries with every swipe of his short-swords.

      “Jonus…” Asher met Glaide’s eyes, conveying more with a look than he could say with words.

      “I’m not leaving you to fight up here,” the older ranger replied.

      Asher glanced at the city. “Some of the Darkakin have already found their way into the streets -”

      “I said I’m not leaving you to fight up here!” Glaide pushed his way between Asher and Tauren and skewered the Darkakin who made it through the Graycoats.

      Faylen dashed into the mob and assisted the knights with bringing down the savages. It didn’t take long before she was overwhelmed by the Darkakin, who charged for her instead of the wall of Graycoats. Asher moved to help, but Ezeric and Nalmar had already entered the melee and replaced the three fallen knights.

      “What’s Tai’garn doing?” Tauren asked, after redirecting a pair of Karathan soldiers to the next siege tower along.

      Asher observed the thick, grey clouds that formed from thin air above them. They promised a great storm, but there had yet to be any help from the elder.

      “Glaide.” Asher gripped the man’s shoulder. “I need you to go and see what’s taking so long.”

      “No,” the ranger replied stubbornly. “I told you -”

      “Glaide!” Asher gripped him tightly and locked eyes with his old friend. “None of us have long left on this wall. I need you to relay this to Tai’garn and tell him to get a move on!”

      After a moment, Glaide sighed and blinked slowly in resignation. “You had better save some for me.”

      Asher patted him on the arm. “Go!”

      Glaide ran for the stairs, pausing only briefly to dispatch two Darkakin who got in his way. Asher watched him go, sure that he had just saved the old ranger’s life.

      “Asher!” Faylen emerged from the front of the wall with fresh blood on her leathers. “We need to keep Reyna safe…”

      The ranger knew exactly what Faylen meant and he agreed. The princess was potentially the only person who could prevent the elves from attacking and plunging the battle into utter chaos.

      Asher looked to Tauren, but the young man gestured down the wall. “Go!” he urged. “Find Reyna and Nathaniel. We’ve got this side.”

      “Just stay alive,” Asher replied.

      The two parted and Faylen fell in beside him, both running back towards the king’s platform. Several Darkakin broke free from the Velians’ defences and challenged the pair, but all soon found their end at the point of a sword. It was the hooks that finally gave them pause. A hook and rope shot across the battlement and dragged along the stone until it caught on the edge of the wall, in between the towers. Dozens more flew over the battlements and were soon followed by giant ladders.

      “Shit…” was all Asher could muster, as yet more Darkakin climbed onto the ramparts.

      Two Graycoats rushed over and attempted to push the ladder away from the wall, but it was too late. The weight pressing against the ladders was too great and the savages found their way to the top. The first to touch the wall were impaled and left to fall back into the field below, but they inevitably overwhelmed the Velians and Gracoats, adding more Darkakin to the battle.

      Running along the battlements was now impossible, with every available space taken up by fighting. Asher and Faylen threw themselves back into it, hacking and slicing anything that wasn't wearing a red cloak or a long, leather coat. The constant jarring from parrying so many swords was taking its toll on the ranger’s arms and wrists. It was only a matter of time before his hands would go numb and he would no longer be able to hold the broadsword.

      The men surrounding the nearest siege tower were suddenly thrown back with many not getting back up at all. A behemoth of grotesque proportions had stepped off the small bridge wielding a double-sided blade as big as any man. The Darkakin wore a bucket-like helmet and single gauntlet with nothing but a ragged loincloth to cover his legs. Arrows protruded his torso as well as a dagger that ran through his ribs. None seemed to bother the beast. The Darkakin roared, sending ripples through his swollen belly, before swinging his large sword around, catching several Velians at once.

      “Go right,” Faylen suggested. “I’ll go left!”

      The two split up, intending to attack the big man from either side. A blur to Asher’s left split his attention and he noticed Darkakin falling to the floor in quick succession along the ramparts. What was bringing them down remained a mystery until the familiar cheer of a hardy dwarf found his ears. Riding atop his warhog, Doran son of Dorain rammed his way through the savages waving a short, fat sword in one hand and a single-bladed axe in the other. Any who weren't brought down by the hog’s tusks were cut down by the dwarf.

      With a battle-cry on his lips, the dwarf leaped from the warhog and crashed into the solid chest of the behemoth. Doran’s weight was enough to drive the beast to the ground with an almighty thud. A ferocity and brutality rarely seen in the dwarf emerged forth and saw Doran hack at the behemoth’s chest and head with both sword and axe. The armoured ranger didn't stop until the large Darkakin was still and his insides were indistinguishable from his outsides.

      When he was finished, Doran spat the blood out of his mouth and turned to Asher. “I can't believe ye started without me!”

      Asher rolled his eyes and gestured down the wall. “You’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

      Doran sneered and climbed on to the nearest bridge between the wall and the siege tower. “I am Doran son of Dorain of clan Heavybelly! Ye are gonna’ rue the day ye ever clapped eyes on me!” The dwarf laughed with manic glee and charged into the top of the siege tower. His display was just as impressive as that of the elves, if somewhat gorier.

      Asher and Faylen left the dwarf to do what he did best and pushed their way further down the battlements. It wasn't long, however, before the wall began to shake rhythmically and the nearest siege tower wobbled. The ranger tilted his head to better hear what was happening when the sound of a monstrous growl came from the other side of the wall. One bloody, three-fingered hand gripped the top of the siege tower while another, four-finger hand latched onto the wall. A head, the size of Asher, peered over the lip with greedy eyes and a breath that could choke a donkey. The giant smiled with delight as it used the siege tower to clamber onto the battlements. The destruction that could be caused by so one big would be catastrophic for Velia.

      “Look out!” the Velian soldiers screamed.

      Asher reacted without thought, something he never used to do. Stepping on fallen bodies to gain height, the ranger charged at the giant’s head as it came over. With his broadsword held firmly in both hands, he leaped over the wall and plunged his blade through the giant’s eye and deep into its skull. The monster’s agonising scream was short as death found it quickly, but so too did gravity. The giant went limp and released its grip on the tower, falling back into the field with Asher still attached to its face.

      “NO!” Faylen’s voice carried over the din, but Asher barely heard it over his own yell.

      The ranger crouched into the giant’s face and held onto his impaled sword as tightly as he could. The drop was short and sudden, sending a shockwave up Asher’s legs that had him tumbling off the giant’s face and onto his chest of cobbled shields. A fresh cut bled from his hairline and his right knee pulsed with pain, but he had no time to take stock of his injuries.

      He was on the other side of the wall now…

      There was no way he could make it up any of the ladders, ropes, or siege towers without being killed on the way up. Laid out before him was the rippling mass of Darkakin and white-cloaks from the north. Trolls were still being marched through the ranks and other giants took note of their fallen comrade and decided against climbing the towers.

      The immediate danger, however, came from the savages who hadn't been crushed by the dead giant and were now scrambling to reach the ranger. The broadsword was too far for him to parry the first attack, but the silvyr short-sword on his back was never far. With one hand, Asher grasped the wrist of the Darkakin, holding the savage’s blade at bay, while he rammed the silvyr sword up into the man’s jaw and head. The next two died in rapid motions of his sword arm, the next three took longer with each attacking from different sides, but death had been ready for them from the moment they climbed onto the giant. The ranger removed Alidyr’s sword from his back as the final Darkakin lunged at him. The foolish man was parried by the silvyr blade and cut almost in half by the diamond-tipped short-sword.

      Asher glanced at the two short-swords in his hands and knew what he had to do if he was going to survive longer than five minutes. As yet more Darkakin climbed onto the giant’s corpse, the ranger momentarily ploughed his blades into the gaps between the shields, freeing his hands. The red cloth was damp, partially soaked by the blood of others, but he had no choice. With only seconds before the next axe or sword found his head, the cloth wrapped around his eyes, shutting out the light and bringing the world to life.

      Using the Nightseye elixir while surrounded by so many was often advised against in the halls of Nightfall. The sounds, smells, tastes, and even the pressure he felt against his skin threatened to undo him, as his senses took in too much information at once. The unique sound of a serrated blade cutting through the air, inches from his face, couldn't be ignored, and the ranger dropped into a roll and came back up with both short-swords in his hands.

      “Come on!” he growled.

      Six heartbeats increased their rhythm around him, giving away their intentions in the precious seconds before they attacked. Asher’s senses were so attuned that the ranger could predict the direction of every weapon, as well as the force behind them. This told him who to parry and who to evade, but the sound of their armour told him where the openings were. Silvyr cut through flesh with ease, but the diamond-tipped blade tore through armour just as easily.

      The giant’s corpse was quickly becoming a burial mound, littered with smaller bodies. Asher was forced to kick many so that they would roll off and give him space to move. He was on an island in the middle of an ocean of enemies and he intended to keep it for himself.

      “ASHER!” His name was called from atop the wall and his acute senses had no trouble identifying Faylen as well as locating her position on the battlements.

      Three more Darkakin came to claim his head, but all three were broken and dismembered in the clash of weapons. The ranger headbutted another and kicked a knight of Namdhor off the giant’s body before turning his attention to Faylen again.

      “RANGER!” This time, the voice came from further down the northern wall, where Ezeric was now perched on the edge of the battlements like a cat. The elf was too far for Asher’s senses to pick up what he was holding in his hands, but his intentions soon became clear.

      “GRAB HOLD!” Faylen shouted from her position above him.

      Performing a feat that could only be done by an elf, Ezeric stepped off the wall, pushing himself towards Asher to give him a pendulum motion. The warrior-elf ran across the bottom of the wall while holding onto the rope with one hand, and in a few seconds, his swing would have him passing the giant’s feet. Asher sheathed his blades, leaving the broadsword behind, and sprinted along the giant’s corpse and down its leg. A shoulder-barge had one Darkakin pushed out of his path but another required a fist to the face.

      Ezeric’s momentum had gathered immense speed now and the elf was hurtling across the outer wall with his hand outstretched. Aware that his added weight would slow them down, Asher jumped off the top of the giant’s foot in the same direction as Ezeric. Both clasped their hands around the other’s bracer and held on tight as the pendulum reached its apex. The top of the wall, however, was still too far from reach when they let go. The ranger’s hands slapped against the stone, desperate to find a hold, but it was another who found a hold on him.

      “I’ve got you!” Faylen was bent over the rampart with one hand grasping his own. Beside her, Nalmar had done the same for Ezeric.

      The two were pulled over the wall just as the first arrows rebounded off of the stone, narrowly missing them both. They all fell into a jumble of limbs amid a cluster of Velians who had taken to setting the nearest drawbridge on fire to keep the Darkakin at bay.

      “Thank you,” Asher panted, removing his blindfold. “Both of you…” Ezeric nodded and stood up without a word.

      “Come on, Outlander.” Faylen pulled him up. “This fight isn't over yet.”

      Doran came barrelling by with a blood-stained beard. “It will be if ye keep jumping over the wall!” he told Asher. “ And don’t be thinking that giant counts for any more than just one!”

      Asher shook his head. “I have far too many dead on my conscience to start counting these savages among them.”

      Thunder bellowed and rumbled overhead. Finally, Asher thought. Rain fell from the sky and lashed against the Velians’ armour with a clatter. Flashes of light fired through the dark clouds in a staccato of thunder and rage.

      “Asher!” The ranger turned to the king’s platform, where Nathaniel had screamed his name.

      Trailing Faylen, Doran, and the elves, Asher fought his way through the Darkakin who spilled from the siege tower beside the platform. His short-swords had no trouble shattering the savages’ blades and piercing their new armour. The ranger ran full pelt into the Darkakin blocking his way and shoved both blades into the man’s stomach. Asher roared in the face of his enemy as he hefted the savage’s weight and threw him over the side, into the city. Another charged at him from an awkward angle, but a single-bladed axe whistled past his head and found its end in the face of the Darkakin.

      “I’ve got ye back, laddy!” Doran hollered.

      Asher would have offered thanks had he not caught sight of Nathaniel standing over Reyna’s still form. The knight proved that any Graycoat was a formidable warrior, with training as unique as an Arakesh when it came to combat. Nathaniel moved in every direction, swinging his sword with elven techniques. There were too many Darkakin, however, and the knight was forced to use every limb as a weapon to keep them at bay. Most attacked the Graycoat, but some of the cowardly savages dared to bring their blades down on the princess.

      The familiar sight of Ned Fennick dragging a semiconscious Lord Marshal enraged Asher, giving the ranger more cause to snap the bastard’s neck. The two of them should have died with their fellow Graycoats in West Fellion, but they always managed to slink away instead of helping.

      Faylen and the other elves took the stairs onto the platform four at a time and beat the ranger and the dwarf. When Asher found his first opponent, the elves had already unleashed their legendary talents on the Darkakin, creating a perimeter around the princess and the knight. Asher ducked a savage’s swing and swiped the diamond-tipped blade across the man’s waist, emptying his guts in one move. Using his momentum, the ranger continued forward and kicked the next Darkakin over the wall.

      “Faylen!” Nathaniel called with Reyna in his arms.

      Doran swapped places with Faylen and worked alongside Ezeric and Nalmar to push the savages back. The three became an impenetrable wall of superior strength and speed.

      “We need to get her off the battlements!” Faylen said with grave urgency.

      A flash as bright as the sun blinded them all when the heavens cracked open with a sound just as overwhelming to the senses. Lightning erupted from the sky and struck the nearest siege tower with all the might of a god. The bolt was powerful enough to blow through the top and descend all the way to the ground. The tower burst apart with a magnificent effect before catching fire. The screams from inside were few, most having died when the lightning struck, but those that survived now had smoke and fire to contend with.

      Two more flashes and an ear-splitting crack saw more siege towers reduced to kindling. A few bolts landed in the field beyond, missing the towers. The stray bolts still created havoc, with one piercing a giant’s chest like a spear, sending the monstrous creature tumbling into the Darkakin horde.

      “Asher!” Faylen cried. “We need to go!”

      Doran and the elves were retreating now. Ezeric had an unconscious Hadavad over his shoulder while Nalmar carried her staff. They had taken a great many casualties, but losing the mage and Reyna in the fight would be a victory for Valanis’ forces. More lightning shot down from the dark clouds and obliterated another tower on the southern wall. This would stem the flow, he thought. Give them some time to lick their wounds, take stock of the dead, and plan the next defence. Already, the northern wall was free of the siege towers, allowing the Velians, Graycoats, and Karathans to thin the invading Darkakin.

      “Asher!” Faylen called again.

      The ranger nodded absently, torn between staying and following his friends. With the towers out of action and the chaos dying down, it would be suicide for the Darkakin to climb the ladders and ropes. Finishing off the remaining savages was all he could think of, his mind filled with images of the diamond-tipped blade slicing through every one of them. The ranger looked down at Alidyr’s short-sword and wondered if the enchanted blade was the source of his bloodlust, driving him into action without thought. Asher immediately sheathed it on his back and met Faylen’s eyes, where he always found clarity. They had stuck together and kept each other alive this long, and so he would remain by their side.

      “Back to the palace,” Asher suggested. “Doran, find Tauren and bring him.” The group ran along the battlements together, watching the unlucky Darkakin, who were now trapped on the wall, becoming swamped by red-cloaks.

      Asher knew the battle was far from over. Many had died defending the wall, and despite Velia’s victory this day, the Darkakin would soon break through the gates, opening the city up to a fight that would only end with one side on top. Valanis had the numbers to make sure he always came out on top, and that was without him even showing up. The ranger tried not to think about that outcome or the possibility of facing the dark elf, but instead put his mind to work on new defences.

      Things were only to get worse, after all…
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      Finding the source of magic was easy for Alidyr, whose senses had been attuned to the realm of wonders for over a thousand years. As the first clouds formed unnaturally over Velia, the hairs on the back of his neck had stood on end. The elf had followed the channels of magic to the palace, at the eastern edge of the city, atop the rise. Over the centuries, Alidyr had infiltrated many fortified buildings and castles alike, but today he had only to walk through the doors. Every man who could lift a sword was on the wall, a place Alidyr didn't wish to venture.

      The palace was all but abandoned, with only a few of the king’s staff dashing about, gathering valuables that needed storing away. One man challenged the elf, calling him a vagabond and a thief, an easy assumption to make in the middle of a battle, coupled with his ragged appearance. Alidyr back-handed the man so hard his neck snapped. Tearing him apart with magic had been tempting, but he didn't want to take the chance that he would be detected by the storm caster. Besides, he thought, killing humans with his bare hands never became tiresome.

      Pausing at the entranceway to a large chamber, Alidyr heard the voice of King Rengar talking frantically to his generals.

      “Where is my mage?” the king asked. “Where is Galkarus Vod? I need to speak with Queen Isabella…”

      “The Lirians haven't even crossed The Unmar yet, Your Grace,” one of the generals replied.

      “The towers have been destroyed!” someone shouted as they entered the chamber through an unseen door. “It was as if the gods themselves struck them down!”

      “Atilan is on our side!” another general cheered.

      “It must be the elves,” Rengar reasoned. “Has there been any sign of their sails on the horizon?”

      “No, Your Grace.”

      Alidyr couldn't keep the smirk off of his face. The Velians would know when the elves had arrived. It had been a lifetime since he had seen his kin in battle, but Valanis’ spies in Ayda had told of their rigorous training and preparations for the invasion. They would help to decimate mankind, but ultimately even the elves would fall to the number of Darkakin and his master’s power. In truth, Alidyr hoped to see many of his kin pledge allegiance to Valanis and help them prepare the way for the gods.

      “Have the battlements cleared of the dead and see the wall restocked with arrows,” Rengar continued. “I want oil and fire above the gates.”

      “What should we do with the Darkakin bodies, Your Grace? There are a lot of them.”

      The king paused. “Use them to fill the northern catapults and send them back from whence they came!”

      Alidyr slunk past the open door and moved on, satisfied that leaving these whelps alive would secure their own doom. The magic that had been used from somewhere inside the palace was palpable, like a thick fog that the elf had only to follow. It ultimately led him to a garden situated near the top of the palace, resting on a balcony. Of course they were here, he thought. Elves always sought out nature while harmonising with magic. It wasn't a practice Alidyr had ever adhered to, believing that the slither of Naius’ power flowing through his body was enough to bend magic to his will.

      At the end of the garden, by the stone rail, stood an elf in flowing grey and blue robes. Despite the wind and rain, his hair remained perfectly still and his clothes dry. A certain degree of power emanated from the elf, giving Alidyr an idea of the magic at his command. He was confident this new opponent didn't possess the same level of control and knowledge as himself, but he wasn't about to underestimate him either. If nothing else, failing to defeat the ranger, a human, time and time again gave Alidyr some degree of humility. His brothers and sister of the Hand would laugh at him if they could hear his thoughts now, though two of them had already fallen under the belief that they were invincible.

      “So you’re what passes for an elder these days...” Alidyr slowly walked up the path, between the flowers, taking no care of the relentless rain.

      “And you are what passes for a general of the Hand.” The elder turned around without any sense of alarm.

      “I am Alidyr Yalathanil, head of the Hand,” he lied. That was a title he would have to earn back, yet again.

      “I am Elder Tai’garn of King Elym’s council. But you shouldn't concern yourself with remembering my name or title. After today, you won't need to recall anything ever again.” The elder removed his hands from inside his sleeves and summoned lightning to envelop his fingers.

      “You don't scare me, boy. I was around to see your predecessors fall.” Alidyr fell into a circling motion with Tai’garn as the two sized each other up. “I will grant you a quick death, however, should you tell me where the ranger is.”

      Tai’garn came to a stop with his back to the garden, facing Alidyr in front of the rail. “Paldora’s gem is beyond your reach now. Surely this is a concept you have become familiar with…”

      Alidyr couldn't count all the threats he had received in his lifetime, and so he shrugged them off like dust, but reminding him of his failures infuriated the elf. Without warning, as Tai’garn had given, Alidyr unleashed a spell with the flick of his hand, sending a wave of condensed air over the elder. Every raindrop between them was pushed towards Tai’garn, though its true force collapsed his pitiful shield and launched the elf across the garden. When he found his feet again, the rain had already soaked him through and robbed him of his regal posture.

      The two locked eyes for a heated moment before dashing in opposite directions, both firing destructive spells between the hedges. Some caught fire, some froze, and others were blown from their roots. Alidyr conjured a spear of pure ice and telekinetically threw it between the small trees. Tai’garn was faster than expected, reminding Alidyr that he wasn't fighting Princess Reyna or Faylen Haldӧr. The spear of ice impaled the tree and pinned the elder’s sleeve, leaving the elf to abandon his outer robe before Alidyr could follow up with a fire spell.

      Tai’garn rolled away from the flaming tree and popped up with lightning exploding from his palms. Evading the spell wasn't an option for Alidyr, close as they were, but his raised arm erected a shield strong enough to keep the bolts of energy at bay. Using the flare to conceal his free hand, the dark elf formed a ball of super-heated energy that could only be compared to lava. The spell rippled in the palm of his hand, eager to be released. In the same second Tai’garn ceased his barrage, Alidyr let fly his deadly spell. The elder dived, saving his life, but not his leg. The spell collided with his knee and melted everything through and through.

      The screams were satisfying.

      Alidyr strolled around the hedge and came to stand over the injured elf. “There is nothing that can save you from what is coming. Even the gods have forsaken your cause.”

      Tai’garn was clamping his teeth together in what could only be searing agony. Alidyr expected no reply, least of all in the form of a spell. Roots broke free from the ground and coiled around his limbs, cutting his skin and threatening to snap the dark elf’s bones. Alidyr thrashed to release himself, but the roots only squeezed tighter, spreading all over his body, some even piercing his flesh.

      The spell required to free himself was on the edge of his lips when the elder held up his hand and cast a ball of bright light. Alidyr was thrown back, taking the torn roots with him. He rolled to a stop by the railing, feeling as if he had been struck by lightning, his robes scorched and smoking. It took several moments to catch his breath when a new voice caught his attention. A bald man of dark skin came running to Tai’garn’s aid. Though dressed to fight, he was no Velian or Karathan soldier, his armour a mixture of leather and chainmail. Either way, he appeared exhausted with a brow of sweat and sagging limbs.

      “Run…” Tai’garn hissed.

      Alidyr was already standing again, recovered. The bald man looked about, finding the elf’s white robes easily through the rain. There it was. That look in his eyes that told Alidyr he was about to be challenged.

      “Run!” Tai’garn pleaded now, himself unable to stand.

      “You should have listened to him,” Alidyr said, striding to meet the man.

      His first swipe was sluggish and predictable, making it even easier for Alidyr to side-step and watch the sword dig into the ground. The dark elf was more concerned with any more reprisals from Tai’garn who, despite his severe injury, had still managed to conjure a spell with a sting. The elder had lost a considerable amount of blood now, however, and his eyes rolled about his head with little control.

      The human warrior came at him again and again, each attack slower than the last. Judging by the blood on his armour, Alidyr guessed the man to have come from the battle on the wall, some distance away for a man of his age. The dark elf grew tired of playing with him and snatched the man’s wrist in a vice. The bone shattered with ease and Alidyr pinned him to the tree with another hand around his neck.

      “Perhaps you know of the ranger?” he teased. The truth was plain to see in his eyes. “You do know him… Asher. Tell me where he is and I will give you the same offer I gave to him.” Alidyr gestured to Tai’garn, who was all but unconscious. “A swift death is not to be overlooked. Elder Tai’garn here will testify to that before I’m finished with him.”

      The bald man gargled in response. “Asher… will kill… you.”

      Alidyr sighed, growing tired of the stubbornness of man. The elf decided that snapping the warrior’s neck with one hand would bring him just enough joy to keep going. A rustling from behind him gave Alidyr enough time to turn around and avoid the sword swinging for his head. The bald man dropped to the ground with his life intact, for now, while a new human faced the dark elf.

      “You want to fight old men, do ya’?” the man asked, his breath detectable through the rain. “Well let’s see how you fare against this old bugger!”

      Dressed in a mismatch of leather and iron armour, the old drunk came at Alidyr with notable finesse, his style that of the Graycoats. His bushy hair and long forgotten moustache had the man appear a beggar, but his swordplay was that of a knight.

      “I am Kaleb Jordain, son of Rolan and a knight of the Graycoats. Let my name be remembered as -” His last words were garbled by a mouth filling with blood. Alidyr slid his diamond-tipped blade from the man’s lung and watched him fall to the ground. The rain washed the blood from his short-sword, leaving it clean again.

      Confident that there were no more attackers waiting in the bushes, Alidyr turned his attention back to the bald man, collapsed in a heap under the tree. He clutched his broken wrist, staring at the dark elf with wide eyes. It wasn't fear, for that was a look he had seen many times. It was something much worse; defiance. It would take time to break his will and a great deal of pain.

      He didn't have time.

      The sound of several feet pounding down the corridor beside the garden reached his ears. Some were heavy, those of men, while some were light and swift. Elves! It seemed the ranger had found him, but with company in tow. With no time to finish him off, Alidyr could only offer the injured man a glare that told of his wrath and the promise of death should they ever meet again.

      Pausing by the edge of the garden, Alidyr waited just a moment to see Asher run out into the rain. He was accompanied by the knight, who carried the princess in his arms, as well as Faylen, who looked to have recovered from the strains he had put on her. Alarmingly, there were two more elves, a dwarf, and a young Karathan by the look of him.

      Alidyr didn't doubt his ability to slaughter them all, but the elves would prove a magical challenge and dwarves were known for their natural resistance, not to mention Asher’s immunity to any and all spells. There were too many variables to assure him that he could walk away from the confrontation with all of his limbs and the gem. What good would it do to claim the gem and die from blood loss before he could return the black crystal to its rightful master?

      No, he thought. Alidyr was content to stalk his prey now he had the ranger’s scent. Velia was locked in a battle that would see them all stuck within its walls together. When the moment was right, he would strike...

    

  



    
      
        
          
            39

          

          

      

    

    







            The price of war

          

        

      

    

    
      Nathaniel was feeling the strain of carrying Reyna all the way back up to the palace garden, but he refused to let Ezeric or Nalmar hold her. A fresh cut had blood trickling out of his sleeve, leaving a trail behind him. Everything would have to wait. Reyna needed somewhere safe to rest where hopefully Tai’garn could heal her. Thankfully, Hadavad no longer required assistance from the elves, having found her feet again on the journey through the city.

      Asher was the first to stride out onto the balcony, though the ranger quickly turned it into a concerning sprint. Nathaniel couldn't make sense of what they found in the garden. The greenery was burnt, frozen, and uprooted, with several of the smaller trees set alight, their flames flickering in the rain. Sprawled out before them, on the main path, lay the still body of Kaleb Jordain. The blood pooling under the ranger was kicked up by the raindrops and dispersed across his face and tattered coat.

      Nathaniel had felt nothing but pity for the ranger when first they met, back in Lirian, but it filled the knight with shame seeing him now. Kaleb Jordain had been a Graycoat for many years, serving the realm, saving lives, and teaching others beneath him; he didn't deserve pity. The man’s greatest sin had been to fall in love, just as Nathaniel’s father had done.

      Asher only stood over the dead ranger for a moment, his attention pulled to the largest tree, off the main path. Reyna was beginning to stir in Nathaniel’s arms, but the knight kept her firmly pressed against his body as they followed Asher under the canopy.

      “Glaide!” Tauren blurted.

      “I’ll live,” the old ranger replied. “See to him…”

      Nathaniel turned around and saw Tai’garn lying face down in the wet grass. Disturbingly, everything below his left leg was several feet away, charred and smoking. Ezeric and Nalmar were by his side in an instant, their hands checking the elder from head-to-toe for further injury. Their calls fell on deaf ears.

      “Will he live?” Faylen asked them.

      “Nothing is certain,” Ezeric replied cryptically.

      “How could this have happened?” Nathaniel mused. “There were Darkakin who broke through but none got this far.”

      “Even if they had,” Faylen replied, “no Darkakin could best Tai’garn.”

      “It wasn't a Darkakin…” The pain in Glaide’s voice was unmistakable. “He had a sword like that one.” The ranger nodded his chin at the diamond-tipped short-sword on Asher’s back. “Kaleb saved my life.”

      “Alidyr…” Surprisingly, the croaky voice came from Reyna. Nathaniel looked down and found the princess alert, if a little groggy. The knight attempted to lay her down, but the elf’s feet found the ground first and he offered a supporting arm instead.

      “He’s inside the walls.” Asher stood up after examining Glaide’s wrist, his gaze now fixed on the horizon of Darkakin and Northmen.

      “How could he be inside the city?” Reyna asked, gripping onto Nathaniel’s shoulder to keep her steady.

      “It doesn't matter now,” Asher replied, scanning the garden. “He’s here, which makes this place unsafe.”

      “We can't move Elder Tai’garn,” Nalmar announced. The elf’s hand glowed from within as he rested it over the bloody stump on Tai’garn’s leg.

      “And we can't stay here,” Asher argued. “We’re exposed on all sides and he knows where we rest now.”

      Nathaniel agreed. The weather was already improving, with rays of sunshine poking through Tai’garn’s dying spell and the rain had taken a lighter touch, but the garden was no place to find rest. They needed shelter from the elements as well as Alidyr’s blade in the back.

      “We won't find any refuge in the palace,” the knight explained. “Too many ways in and out.”

      Asher met his eyes. “You have an idea.”

      Nathaniel nodded, pleased that the ranger could read him so well. “The Graycoat sector house isn't that far from here. It will be filled with warriors, warriors capable enough to give Alidyr pause before attacking again.”

      Ezeric scoffed. “You believe that one so powerful enough to defeat an elder would hesitate to attack a few wounded knights?”

      “He fled when he heard you coming,” Glaide said through the pain. “I’d say adding a few more to our number won't hurt.”

      “Bah!” Doran snorted. “Let the shit taste my axe! I say we stay and wait for the coward to return.”

      The distant booming drew everyone’s attention to the vista beyond the balcony. The catapults had continued their assault on the gates with renewed vigour.

      “The countdown begins again,” Reyna whispered absently.

      “It won't be long before we’re fighting in the streets,” Hadavad observed. “That shield is fading fast.”

      Nathaniel was about to push for the sector house when he noticed Reyna wobbling. The knight reached out and steadied her with both hands while taking the opportunity to shoot Faylen a concerned glance. The older elf nodded her agreement that the princess needed rest. They all did.

      “We’re going to the sector house,” Faylen stated boldly, her eyes meeting with Asher’s. The ranger would be the only one who found little in the way of a welcome among the Graycoats.

      Asher offered no protest, but the elves squared their jaws in defiance and made no effort to leave.

      Reyna stepped away from Nathaniel and turned on her kin. “You’ve never faced Alidyr, so when Asher offers you advice you take it. Staying here will be the end of us. Nathaniel’s right; the Graycoats will give us shelter and make Alidyr’s life that much harder. And from now on, if Faylen gives you an order, assume it’s from me.”

      The princess’ tone brought a smile to Nathaniel’s face, an action he couldn't remember doing for some time. Reyna wobbled again only this time Hadavad intercepted her, offering an arm.

      “Allow me,” the mage said. “It’s the very least I can do. You saved my life, after all.”

      “My head’s just a little… heavy,” Reyna replied, massaging her eyes.

      Asher and Tauren assisted Glaide and picked up the old ranger’s sword for him. Jonus Glaide was a fighter, proven by the very fact that he was still alive after years of hunting monsters in the dark, but his hand was bent at an awkward angle and two of his fingers appeared crushed. There was no way any of them could rely on him in the next battle, and there would be a next battle.

      Doran crouched over Kaleb’s body and gently closed the man’s eyes. “May Grarfath and Yamnomora find room for ye in their hall, laddy…”

      Nathaniel wanted to give the exiled Graycoat the burial he deserved, but they were still at war and locked inside the city’s grounds; all burials would have to wait. Nathaniel found some sense of closure, however, knowing that Kaleb Jordain had died with his honour intact.
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      The streets of Velia were lined with bodies. The red cloaks of dead Velians decorated cobbled roads in neat rows. Despite their beaten and bloodied appearance, they had all been positioned with care, each looking to have found some peace in the afterlife. It wasn't enough to convince Nathaniel, who only recalled their violent end on the battlements.

      Women ran up and down the streets, wives frantically searching for the bodies of their husbands. Children crouched over the still chests of their fathers, sobbing into the Sigil of the wolf. The soldiers that remained soon found their way to the streets as well, hoping to pay respects to their fallen brothers.

      Smoke rose beyond the wall in a thick column, its volume increased every time a new fireball smashed into Tai’garn’s shield. It drifted on the breeze and filled the city, making it even harder to navigate. The smoke couldn't hide the bodies though. Nathaniel assumed that only the main street down the middle of Velia would be lined with the lost, but there were so many that the side streets had been used to clear the battlements. Among them were Graycoats, each laid to rest with their sword on their chest. It was enough to bring tears to the knight’s eyes. He recognised every one of them, and though he hadn't gotten along with them all, he knew they were good people.

      Tauren paused over the first body they came across in a black cloak. After a second glance, Nathaniel recognised the man too; General Kail of the Karathan army. The man had been slashed across the face, but his mortal injury had been a sword that found the gap in his armour. Tauren closed the man’s eyes and offered a silent prayer, though the southerner had no tears of his own, only a steely expression of resignation.

      “It’s here,” Asher called from the front.

      Nathaniel remembered the last time they had entered this particular sector house. The memory brought back images of Elaith Nevandar, his ward, and the knight couldn't help but smile. The young Graycoat had quite the wit and a sense of honour most would never achieve. Of course, the last time they had visited this building, Nathaniel had been escorting Asher to Darius Devale, so that he might present the ranger to King Rengar.

      Those had been simpler times, but looking at Reyna, Nathaniel knew that those times were missing something. He had never known love as he did now, and the princess filled a void in his life he hadn't known he was missing.

      Faylen stepped in front of the green, oak door, blocking Asher. “Perhaps I should knock…”

      The Graycoat that opened the door was the same wide-set knight who had greeted them a lifetime ago. His block of a head was now scarred from the battle and one of his eyes was sealed shut beneath a purple swelling.

      “We seek shelter,” Faylen said.

      The big knight looked more confused than he normally did, but he still stepped aside and allowed them entrance. Inside they found maybe a hundred Graycoats, most of which were nursing wounds. The large foyer and surrounding balcony fell silent when the companions entered, carrying wounded of their own. The first to meet them was Ned Fennick, whose only injury was the broken nose and bruised eyes given to him by Asher.

      “You survive unscathed yet again,” Nathaniel was surprised by his own words, yet they still left his mouth.

      Fennick sneered and took two steps in the knight’s direction, only to find his path blocked by Asher. “If you’re getting into a fight with anyone you can bet it’s going to be me…” the ranger growled.

      Lord Marshal Horvarth spoke before Fennick could reply. “What is the meaning of this?” The commander placed a firm hand on Fennick’s shoulder and pulled him back. “These are guests in our house.” Horvarth looked from Ned to Nathaniel. “And guests should know it’s rude to pick fights.”

      Reyna inserted herself with a diplomatic tone. “Lord Marshal, we have come seeking shelter that the palace cannot grant.”

      “You will find it here, of course, My Lady.”

      “I would be honest with you,” Reyna continued. “We are hunted by an enemy more powerful than any Darkakin and he is inside the walls. You risk the lives of your knights by letting us stay.”

      Horvarth’s expression turned grave. “The Graycoats know better than most the risk of harbouring you. West Fellion lies in ruin after the last time we extended the courtesy.”

      Nathaniel wasn't sure where this was going, but he wouldn't be surprised if they were all expelled in the next few seconds. The Lord Marshal couldn't be blamed if he did, after all, the hundred or so knights left in the sector house were all that remained of their order. A good many of them had been killed during the battle at West Fellion… protecting them.

      “But,” Horvarth continued, his tone lighter, “we are knights of the realm. No Graycoat will ever turn away those in need of their sword. You may rest here. These walls are well guarded.”

      “Want a bet?” Doran coughed, warranting a rough nudge from Glaide.

      “Thank you, Lord Marshal,” Reyna replied. “The elves of Elandril will ever be indebted to you.”

      The companions were led away by a young Graycoat, but Nathaniel found his path blocked by a familiar face. Darius Devale stood barring his way, his shoulder-length blond hair matted with blood and dirt and his long face marred with cuts, new and old. Even with his battle wounds, the knight still had the appearance of a prince rather than a knight. Nathaniel expected venomous words or at the very least a snide look, but Devale simply extended his hand.

      “Well met… brother.”

      Nathaniel hesitated before grasping the knight’s forearm. “Well met,” he replied.

      “I saw you on the wall,” Darius explained. “I saw you at West Fellion too. You fought well, and from what I’ve heard you fought at Syla’s Gate.”

      Nathaniel nodded along, unsure what was happening. “It was a hell of a fight. Not like this, but still…”

      Darius licked his lips, hesitating in a way Nathaniel had never seen before. “It’s only in times such as these that we see the mettle of our leaders.” Devale looked to Fennick in the background with a sour look. “For whatever it’s worth, I apologise for my behaviour towards you. The truth is, you made a damn fine Graycoat. Your father would have been proud.”

      Nathaniel was caught off guard by the sincerity in Devale’s voice, something he hadn't believed the knight capable of. For years, Darius had treated him, well, treated him as the Lord Marshal had everyone behave towards the son of Tobias Galfrey. Nathaniel had been the black sheep of their order for as long as he could remember, born of a knight who broke his oath. This was an apology he had never expected to receive and he had no idea how to respond.

      “Thank you,” he finally managed.

      Darius bowed his head and walked away, another unexpected move on his behalf. The old Devale would never have given a compliment if he didn't think he would get a better one in return. Stunned, Nathaniel watched the man walk away before joining his friends.

      What was left of the day passed by in the blink of an eye, a perception brought on by everyone’s exhaustion. Nalmar and Ezeric stayed with Tai’garn, taking it in turns to offer their magic and try to heal the elder’s amputated leg. Hadavad tried to help in the beginning, but the elves shrugged her away, dissatisfied with human magic. The mage settled for meditating in the corner instead.

      Doran’s snoring could be heard through the walls of the room he shared with Tauren and Glaide. Nathaniel left them to it and entered the room he had been given with Asher, Faylen, and Reyna. The ranger was sleeping sitting up on his cot with Faylen’s head resting on his shoulder. There was definitely something between the two, as unlikely as they were.

      “Let them sleep,” Reyna whispered from the doorway.

      The elf was a vision, as always. She had washed the blood and dirt from her face and hands, revealing the small cuts and bruises left behind. It did nothing to deflect from her beauty, though it was her smile that always pulled the knight in, regardless of her appearance. It took the princess and he some time to find another room that hadn't been taken over by Graycoats. They eventually found themselves in the angled room of the attic, a forgotten chamber left to the spiders and tired furniture. Reyna gravitated to the circular window at the end of the room, where a waning sun reached for the western horizon.

      Nathaniel joined her and looked out over the tiled rooftops of Velia. Everything below was a scene of death and sorrow, a city thrown into anarchy and despair. Only the beauty of the orange sun offered any intimation of hope and light in the world.

      Reyna’s voice broke the silence. “Tonight, tomorrow, a few days from now… Everything might come to an end.” The elf turned and looked up at the knight, her hand resting on his chest. “I don't want to leave this world denying the only thing I know to be true.”

      Nathaniel could see it in her eyes, the poise of her lips. Reyna was moments from kissing him and saying the words he had longed to hear. The Knight placed a hand over hers as doubt crept into his heart.

      “You would say it now?” he asked. “Now at the end of all things? It’s easy to love when there are no consequences.”

      Tears welled in Reyna’s eyes and she cupped his cheek. “I say it now because it gives me the strength to live. Loving you will get me through this because I know the life I want on the other side…”

      Her tears brought on his own and he pulled her closer, searching for the truth in her eyes. Reyna looked back at him, offering everything she had, and Nathaniel saw it, the love she had denied and the fear she was finally letting go of.

      “However long we have,” the princess continued, “I will always love you, for eternity.”

      Nathaniel took Reyna in both arms and lifted her to his lips. “I love you,” he whispered, looking into her emerald eyes one last time before they embraced again.
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      Seeing The Lifeless Isles from the sky would stay with Galanӧr for the rest of his life, the vista exaggerated by the setting sun. The archipelago of islands stretched south over The Adean, crowned by the larger island the humans had renamed Dragorn. Spying the sprawling city in the distance brought back memories he would rather bury. Having met an actual Dragorn now, the elf found further offence that man had taken their title for the island. Every island, the larger one included, had once belonged to the Dragorn, a fact drastically changed by the outcome of The Dragon War.

      All in all, the archipelago held a place of grief in his heart. Hopefully, he thought, Gideon and Adriel would bring about a new age for their order, one that would herald a time of peace, as the Dragorn had maintained before. Galanӧr raised his head over the spikes on Beldroga’s neck and looked to the east, where Mount Garganafan lay beyond the mist. It troubled him that neither of the Dragorn had met them in the Hook of the World. He had great respect for Adriel, but Galanӧr looked upon Gideon as a friend.

      It was a peculiar feeling to remember his time on the island of Dragorn, his feelings toward humanity, and the part he’d had to play against man, and consider that he now counted one of their own as his closest friend. For four hundred years he had been told who he was, but it had taken meeting his enemy to discover his true self.

      Without warning, his stomach jumped up into his chest and his torn cloak floated high above him. Beldroga’s smooth gliding had turned into a dive, along with the rest of the dragons. They shot past Rainael the emerald star, leaving them to descend at a more leisurely pace.

      “Why do…” Galanӧr moved his head to take a breath. “We have… to fly… so fast?” The blue dragon levelled out, bringing the elf’s crotch down hard on the scales. Galanӧr clung to the thick spikes in pain, fighting the urge to simply slide off and fall into The Adean.

      When at last he opened his eyes again, Beldroga was flying between two islands. Galanӧr caught his breath and shot the dragon a glare that would have most cowering on their knees. Steep cliffs rose either side as they darted in between the close islands. Beldroga continued to glide closer and closer to the sea until the tips of his claws cut through the black water.

      Galanӧr made sure to take it all in before the sun set and the majesty of the dragons’ ancient home fell into shadow. He had grown up hearing stories of the Dragorn living on the islands and training to become the fabled warriors they were known best as. Galanӧr counted himself privileged to not only see The Lifeless Isles up close, but to also be astride a dragon as he did.

      The elation and awe quickly dissipated when Beldroga the great hunter flapped his wings, taking them higher into the cliffs, and circled back to land on a flat outcropping a hundred feet from the top. The dragon snorted and shrugged its shoulders, making it clear that Galanӧr was to get off immediately. His feet had barely touched the floor of the outcropping before Beldroga dropped off the edge.

      The elf cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Why have we stopped?” Galanӧr ran to the edge and watched Beldroga glide along the snaking ocean below. “Velia is that way!” He gestured to the north.

      Thankfully, Galanӧr saw Rainael the emerald star flying towards him, giving him enough to time to get out of the way. Galanӧr’s long hair and cloak were thrown out behind him when Rainael’s wings flapped, bringing her to a sudden stop. Her immense wing-span reached from one end to the other of the outcropping, and just like Beldroga, the dragon only just fit on the ledge. Adilandra was given more time and grace to slide off the edge of the dragon’s neck.

      “I don't think the great hunter likes you much,” Adilandra said.

      Galanӧr ignored the obvious statement. “Why have we stopped?” he asked again. “Velia isn't too far now.”

      “They need to rest, Galanӧr.” Adilandra turned to watch Rainael dive off the edge and fly away. “The younger ones were flagging.”

      Galanӧr couldn't hide his frustration. “Malliath flew Gideon and me from Korkanath to Malaysai without a single stop.”

      “And I’m sure you could run for longer than me,” Adilandra countered. “You cannot compare one dragon to another.”

      Galanӧr sighed by the very edge of the outcropping. They were at least four-hundred feet above The Adean and the top of the cliff was a hundred feet above them. They were stuck.

      A subtle gasp from the queen of elves had Galanӧr turning back, his hand reaching for the hilt of his scimitar. Following Adilandra’s gaze, however, had the elf staring at the cave’s content in wonder and reverence. The rocky wall at the back of the outcropping had been carved out into some kind of habitation. Four pillars, built from the rock, kept the jagged ceiling from collapsing on an oval chamber that housed a single, long table carved from the rock. Three high-back chairs of marble lined the sides with another at the head of the table.

      “Is this...?” Galanӧr couldn't find the words.

      “The council chamber of the Dragorn…” Adilandra replied with her fingers on her lips.

      The two passed through the pillars and into the room in silence. Ancient rugs lined the floor, but time had ravaged their patterns and texture. Adilandra waved her hand over the room and brought the braziers to life. The flames illuminated the chamber, revealing doors in the far corners.

      The wall to Galanӧr’s right caught his attention, drawing him in. A vivid mural, again, carved out of the white rock, came out of the wall. The elf traced his fingers over the figures as his mind put the picture together with his memories. The mural depicted the Dragorn leading an army of elves and dwarves with dragons flying above them. The other side of the carving was damaged, its details impossible to make out, though from what his keen eyes could tell, the enemy they faced was hideous.

      “Amazing…” Adilandra whispered from the other side of the chamber.

      Galanӧr could see another mural, in the same style, behind the queen. It wasn't nearly as damaged and the elf had no trouble recognising the depicted Darkakin. The image revealed the moment the Dragorn and the elves of old pushed the savages behind Syla’s Gate. Adilandra walked around the table and came to look at the mural he had found.

      “This was before my time,” the queen said.

      “Are they what I think they are?” Galanӧr asked, pointing to the damaged sculptures of the opposing army.

      “A rare moment in history,” Adilandra explained. “Elves and dwarves united against a common foe.” The queen looked at the damaged figures with disgust. “I would not talk of their wretched kind. Let them be damned to history.”

      Adilandra walked away, leaving Galanӧr to stare at the mural in wonder. “Orcs…” he whispered to himself.

      The queen came to a stop at the head of the table with her attention entirely fixed on the high-back chair. She placed Atilan’s grimoire on the table so that her hands were free to run along the chair’s smooth edges.

      “What is it?” Galanӧr asked.

      “Elandril himself would have sat in this very chair.” Adilandra had tears welling in her eyes. “The first Dragorn sat right here, planning Illian’s defences against -”

      “Evil,” Galanӧr cut in.

      Adilandra turned around, her eyes resting on the third and last mural adorning the back wall. The rock had been carved out long after Elandril’s death, for it depicted the moment Valanis had been trapped in Elethiah, surrounded by elders and overlooked by Garganafan.

      “Each one was the battle of their time,” Adilandra said, looking at all three murals. “Elandril fought and died against the foulest of creatures. Valtyr exiled the Darkakin with Lady Syla’s help. Aerilaya led the Dragorn during The Dark War, though she fell by Valanis’ hand.”

      “This is…” Galanӧr turned on the spot, taking it all in. “I never thought I would see this. History…”

      Adilandra had already made for the closed door in the far, left corner. The old wood opened with a tremendous creek and broke the cobwebs covering the frames.

      “Impossible…” the word escaped Galanӧr’s lips.

      Their arrival activated a spell laid over the new room, causing the surrounding braziers to breathe fire and light into the dark. The elves looked upon a chamber at least twenty times the size of the previous one. The rocky walls had been carved out, leaving shelves for the hundreds of books that lined every available space. They walked out onto the middle level, with stairs leading to a tier above and pit below. The top tier was similarly lined with ancient books, but the bottom level was decorated with podiums and glass cabinets.

      “You’ve spent too long training with those blades,” Adilandra observed. “This is a pocket dimension.”

      Galanӧr pressed himself against the railing and inspected the contents of the podiums and cabinets below. “It’s a trophy room is what it is!”

      “I would call it a library.” Adilandra led the way down the spiralling staircase, but as soon as there was enough space, Galanӧr darted past, eager to see everything.

      “I thought the humans plundered The Lifeless Isles centuries ago,” he said with his hands flat against the glass of the nearest cabinet.

      “I imagine they never found this place,” Adilandra opined. “Nestled high into the cliffs without any stairs… not a place for humans.”

      Galanӧr smiled. “Not a place for anyone without a dragon.”

      The cabinet in front of him housed an upright gauntlet. The elvish inscription underneath described the gauntlet as Hammerfist, the gauntlet of King Koddun of clan Battleborn.

      “This belonged to a dwarf king!” Galanӧr exclaimed before moving onto a spear that had been placed on a long podium. His hands reached out to touch it but Adilandra slapped them away.

      “Touch nothing,” she warned. “Who knows what wards have been placed over these relics?”

      Galanӧr retracted his hands, desperate to touch the spear whose inscription named it Giant Slayer. A quick glance revealed a variety of different trophies and gifts that Galanӧr was determined to commit to memory.

      Adilandra was drawn to the books around the outside. “Some of these were authored by Elandril! They’re training books…” The queen moved about, reading the spines of them all. “These volumes chart the life of Garganafan… and these the perils of the Darkakin war. This one is a biography of Valtyr!”

      Adilandra’s excitement brought a smile to Galanӧr’s face. There wasn't much in their lives of late that brought any joy, but finding the history of the world in one place did just that.

      “This one is called the Rise of Aerilaya!”

      “What are those?” Galanӧr gestured to the row of shelves on the far wall. The red leather binding of the twenty volumes had maintained its colour despite their age, but the most curious aspect to the books was the web of chains placed over them.

      Adilandra held her hands out in front of them, careful not to touch any of the spines. “They have no titles,” she observed. “They’re all blank.”

      Galanӧr wiped the dust from the plaque above the books. The inscription had three words.

      “The First War…” Adilandra said aloud. “These must be written from the memories of the oldest dragons.”

      “Why are they chained?” Galanӧr noted the ancient runes carved into the metal of the chains.

      “Because it’s the history they hid from the world. The only record of Atilan and the first kingdom…”

      Galanӧr took a step back. “I suppose all of this belongs to Gideon and Adriel now.”

      Adilandra had no reply as she stood in front of the chained books. It was clear to see that the queen still struggled with the truth of things. Her faith had unravelled and her daughter was in grave danger. It was a wonder she held everything together so well.

      After a moment’s silence, she finally replied “We should see if there is anywhere to rest in this place. We’ll reach Velia tomorrow.”

      Galanӧr didn't know exactly what to expect when they arrived on The Shining Coast, but the elf wasn't foolish enough to believe that they would find anything but bloody war waiting for them. With that in mind, he knew rest would be hard to come by this night…
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      King Merkaris Tion made certain to surround himself with enough of his white-cloaks that the foul Darkakin couldn't even be seen from his tent. Since the siege towers had been brought down, the savages had become restless and unpredictable. They needed something to fight or they were prone to attacking the nearest person. Only Thallan and Samandriel dared to wander about the battlefield with confidence, though the albino Darkakin, Overlord Kett, remained at their side, and he appeared to be enough to dissuade most from acting out.

      The king had found little sleep after the sun had set. The catapults pounded the elven shield relentlessly.

      “Can you not destroy it?” he had asked Thallan.

      “I forget this is your first real battle,” the elf had replied.

      “His actions continue to remind us, however…” Samandriel had added dryly.

      “The shield would require our touch to undo the magic,” Thallan had explained. “That would put is within range of their archers, not to mention the oil. The catapults will suffice.”

      Merkaris had been used to the Hand speaking to him in this manner, but never in front of his men. To spare himself any more humiliation, the king had taken himself off to his tent, where he now sat in meditation with his wand laid out in front of him. By the edges of the pools of Naius, Merkaris had learned to focus his magic under the tutelage of Valanis.

      A monstrous roar only a few feet beyond the tent disturbed his concentration, irritating the king to the point of rage. Merkaris collected his wand and strode outside to find a troll going berserk, flinging Darkakin and Namdhorian soldiers into the air. Its chains hung loosely at its wrists and those around its feet had already snapped. The two pointed tusks, protruding from hits jaw, impaled one savage and threw him into the mob, who quickly descended on the body in a hungry frenzy. They were all animals as far as Merkaris was concerned.

      The troll rampaged through the Darkakin until it found the edge of the Namdhorian line, surrounding the king’s tent. His knights raised their spears and prepared to repel the troll. Casually, Merkaris raised his wand and cast a binding spell. A thin, glowing line stretched from the end of his wand to the troll’s neck, where it looped around and constricted to his will. The beast choked and sputtered as it fell to its hands and knees. It attempted to roar at Merkaris as he approached, but the king simply tightened the noose until the troll went silent.

      “This what happens when you put animals in charge of other animals!” he yelled. The men of Namdhor laughed, as expected.

      It was in that moment that Merkaris failed to see Samandriel Zathya emerge from the shadows of the night. Her double-ended spear cut through his magical tether like a blade through water. The troll roared with unbridled rage, only a few feet away from the king, but the destructive spell on the edge of Merkaris’ lips never formed. A force beyond his control kept his mouth shut, though it was not the only feat of magic being displayed. The troll’s attempt to attack and flatten them had been halted as Samandriel held out her hand and stopped the monster in its tracks. There was no visible evidence that any magic was being used to calm and subdue the troll, but Merkaris could feel it, a palpable force between Samandriel and the beast.

      “Animals work better when they’re submissive,” Samandriel purred. “They just need someone to dominate them.” Her eyes flashed brilliant gold under the shadow of her hood. “You are needed at the front, Merkaris.”

      The king hated it when they addressed him in front of his knights with such… dominance. “The front?” he asked.

      “The shield is almost down,” Samandriel explained. “The rams are in place and await your instruction. The men of Namdhor will be the first to enter Velia’s gates,” she said a little louder.

      “An honour,” Merkaris lied through his smile.

      “Your warriors are to secure the gate and take the first tier of the city. After that, the trolls and giants will be let loose and the rest of the horde will run wild.”

      Merkaris knew that if he questioned the orders or cast any doubt on the plan, Samandriel would punish him in front of his men. All he could do was give the order to make for the gates and ignore the confusion on his warriors’ faces. They had all expected, as Merkaris had, to be the last ones in, allowing the Darkakin to take the heaviest losses.

      Samandriel gripped his arm on the way past. “Prove yourself worthy of Valanis,” she whispered, “and you won't die with the rest of them.”

      The king bowed his head and kept his mouth shut. When all of this was over, he thought, all of Illian would bow to him as the steward of man, under Valanis, and he would forge a new army from the ashes. He just had to survive the war.

      It took some time, even on horseback, to reach Velia’s colossal walls. Behind him marched every Namdhorian soldier, cutting a white line through the Darkakin forces. Between the king and the main gates sat the lower city, a collection of small buildings and farmland. Down the centre, he could see the fireballs exploding against the elven shield.

      “They are ready, Your Grace,” the captain of his guard announced, gesturing to the row of sharpened logs lying in the road.

      Merkaris jumped down from his horse and gripped his wand tightly. The entire army was watching him now and waiting for those gates to be obliterated. One final, flaming ball lit up the night’s sky before punching through the shield, shattering it to pieces, and striking the gates. The Darkakin cheered and began batting their weapons against their armour.

      Now it was his turn.

      The king of Namdhor waved his wand through the air and lifted the first log, a length of wood that required thirty men to carry it. It was naught but a stick to him, a plaything to be wielded as he saw fit. The main gates had caught fire in the distance, their glow highlighting the faces of the Velians standing watch on the wall.

      Merkaris snapped his arm at the gates and the first battering ram launched forwards with more speed than any normal ram could travel, covering the distance in a couple of seconds. The wooden gates imploded and the log splintered into a thousand pieces, but still, it held, attached by its great hinges. The king waved his wand again and lifted the second log. He thrust his wand with all his might and launched the next ram into the gates. The impact was devastating to its integrity, as it was pushed further back into Velia’s domain.

      The king had hoped to hear cries from beyond the walls, but the monotonous chanting engulfed him. Most of the second log had penetrated the gates and continued on into the city. The Velians had no doubt created a barricade to support the gates. Merkaris lifted another. The third ram hit the left gate higher up and blew the top corner off, exposing the buildings within. The fourth ram hammered the right gate, creating a gap between the two just large enough to fit a single man through. The fifth and last ram reduced the remains of the gates to slabs of wood and broken debris.

      “SHIELDS!” his captain bellowed.

      The tight row of Namdhorian warriors lifted their shields to cover their heads and sides, encapsulating them inside a steel shell. Merkaris cast a simple spell to erect a shield over himself, allowing him to lead his men through the lower city. The Velians were running frantically around the shattered gates, forming rows of archers and spearmen. None of it would make a difference. The city was theirs now.
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      Asher opened his eyes, aware that it had been a loud noise that had woken him. Faylen was already strapping her sword to her belt and heading for the door, calling for Reyna. Instinctively, Asher reached for the hilt on his belt and groaned when he found nothing but an empty scabbard. The broadsword was beyond reclaiming now, impaled in the skull of a dead giant.

      The sound of feet thundering on floorboards had the ranger up and following Faylen out the door a moment later. The Graycoats, at least those who could stand, were running about the sector house gathering weapons and supplies. Somewhere in the distance, Ned Fennick and Lord Marshal Horvarth were barking orders to prepare for battle.

      “What’s going on?” Tauren burst out of his room with one hand resting on his hilt.

      “We heard an explosion,” Glaide said. The ranger’s arm was in a sling now, supporting his broken wrist and damaged fingers.

      “It was the gates,” Ezeric explained, leaving Nalmar with Tai’garn. “The shield has been broken.”

      “Can he fight?” Asher asked the elf.

      “Elder Tai’garn cannot stand, let alone fight.”

      Asher had really hoped the elf would be back on at least one foot and ready to unleash some serious elven magic. Hadavad emerged from their room and gave the ranger some hope that magic would be on their side.

      “I’ll stay with him,” Glaide said. “Neither of us would be good in a fight right now, but I can keep an eye on him.”

      Ezeric looked to argue but the sound of Velian horns blared across the city. Silhouettes ran past the windows in every direction. Those wearing armour ran west, for the gates, everyone else ran to the east, towards the palace.

      “It’s the gates!” Reyna yelled as she came running down the corridor with Nathaniel and Faylen.

      They all met one another’s eyes and nodded. The next battle awaited them, another chance to lose a friend or a loved one in combat, another chance to face death. Asher could think of no others he would rather die beside.

      “Okay,” the ranger said. “Watch each other’s backs. Alidyr is still out there somewhere.” Asher paused hearing a familiar snore. “Somebody wake up Doran, it’s going to be a long night…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The companions fell in behind the Graycoats, though the knights capable of fighting only numbered in the dozens now. Asher noted Ezeric and Nalmar keeping close to Reyna, as well as Faylen. The princess was a demon in battle, but the warriors saw her as royalty and Faylen saw her as a daughter. In some way, so did Asher. The ranger naturally felt like protecting her, as they all did, but he knew better than to get in her way in the middle of a fight.

      Doran rode alongside them atop his warhog. The dwarf had been a ranger for as long as Asher had known him, fighting monsters of every kind. Over the years, he had heard tales from the son of Dorain about large battles in Dhenaheim, when the dwarven clans came to blows over territory or mines. Doran was perhaps the only one among them who had seen war on this scale before, and Asher was glad to have him by his side.

      More Velians funnelled out of side streets and alleys, joining them on their charge to the gates. Some of the battalions were led by generals on horseback, though Asher couldn't name any of them. All ‘men of war’ who had yet to fight in one, he thought. King Rengar was absent, as expected.

      Asher removed the folded bow from his back and held it out to Nathaniel. “Here, take this. You’re a better shot than me.”

      Nathaniel ran along, amazed at the bow in his hand. “I can't take this -”

      “You can,” Asher argued. “It’s more powerful than yours and a better weapon in your hands. Go with Reyna and find a good vantage point. Pick your targets. Don't let the trolls and giants through.” The ranger turned to Faylen, aware that she had heard him. They exchanged a nod and the elves broke away from the group.

      “You’re not allowed to die, Outlander,” Faylen called as she guided them down another street.

      Nathaniel turned to Tauren and Doran before running off. “Don't let him do anything stupid.”

      Doran laughed. “It’s too late for that, laddy!”

      A streak of light lit up the sky, slowing them all in their tracks. The fireball struck the city a few streets over, jarring the ground under their feet. The explosion sent fire into the night with an echo of screams and destruction. A moment later, the city was hit with three more fireballs, each raining a fiery death over innocent Velians.

      “We need to meet them at the gate,” Asher shouted over to Horvarth. “Their numbers will be fewer as they pass through. It’s the only chance we’ve got -” The ranger held his tongue when they rounded the final corner and found the ruin waiting for them. They were too late.

      Namdhorian knights were already marching through the gates and over the debris. Their golden armour spoke of honour and glory, their white cloaks of purity and valour. In the service of Valanis, they could claim none of it.

      Leading them was a man Asher had only ever seen from afar; Merkaris Tion, the king of the north. His breastplate was emblazoned with a golden lion, the Sigil of his family. Surprisingly, the king possessed no weapon. Or at least no weapon they had expected to see. With one hand, Merkaris whipped his arm up and waved a wand across the frontline of Velians. At least ten men flew into the air in a bright flash of light. His destructive spells gave his men just enough time to claim territory and meet the Velians inside the walls.

      There was no time to form up and execute manoeuvres as the two sides ran at each other, colliding in a cacophony of steel and war cries. The Namdhorians’ front row of spearmen made short work of the attacking Velians, impaling them mid-charge. The spearmen quickly fell back and several rows of swordsmen advanced, meeting the Velians and Graycoats on a bloody pitch.

      “Hadavad!” Asher called. When he had the mage’s attention, he looked from her to the king of Namdhor. Hadavad nodded and ran around the Graycoats, looking to find a better way into the melee.

      Merkaris’ spells sounded above the din, slaying men left and right. None could get close to him, at least none who weren't immune to magic. Asher pushed his way between two Graycoats and pulled both short-swords free from his back. He saved the lives of the two knights when he intercepted a trio of Namdhorian soldiers. The first broke his sword against Asher’s diamond-tipped blade and the second had his throat opened by a flash of silvyr. The first looked at his broken sword in a daze before the ranger battered the third soldier’s blade into his side. A back-handed slash of both short-swords decapitated the third with barely any resistance from bone and muscle.

      Asher was prepared to barge his way through the rest, but Doran cleared a path with his warhog. A few seconds in and the dwarf leaped from his mount and released the hog to run off and create havoc. The son of Dorain chopped Namdhorian knights down like withered trees, removing their legs and driving his sword home on the wounded men. Tauren’s own style wasn't far from Asher’s with his two short-swords, if anything, the younger man wielded his blades with more style and finesse, but then again, Tauren didn't have an enchanted sword in one hand and a dwarven-forged silvyr sword in the other. The ranger sacrificed style for efficiency and cut through his foes with greater ease.

      A gap opened up in front of Asher and he took advantage, moving in and claiming the ground as his own. Tauren kept many from stabbing him in the back and Doran created a trip-hazard with the bodies he dropped. A flash of light orientated the ranger to Merkaris’ position, but he noticed they had all been forced back from the gate as more flooded in.

      “Hadavad!” he called, hoping the mage could hear him.

      The ranger twirled and slashed his short-swords in the elven style, disarming his opponents and counter-attacking with deadly precision. With his silvyr blade, Asher blocked the sword coming down on his head, and with the diamond-tipped, he thrust it into the Namdhorian’s chest, piercing his armour and beating heart. The ranger kept the knight on his blade and charged forwards, using him as cover to advance on the king. When there were only a few feet between them, Asher stopped and kicked the dead body into a knight who attempted to protect his king’s back. The Namdhorian was knocked back, giving Asher the time he needed to back-hand his blade across the man’s face, severing everything above the nose.

      King Tion turned to regard the ranger with fury in his eyes. The man appeared every bit the beast the rumours claimed him to be. Asher met his gaze, making certain the king of the north knew he looked at a man who had seen real beasts. Merkaris’ wand shot up and a spell blasted into Asher’s chest like smoke against a brick wall. The king’s jaw fell and he examined his wand as if it were broken. He fired off two more spells, both of which rebounded off of the ranger and sent two Namdhorians flying away. Asher smiled and took a step closer. Hadavad clubbed the knights standing between her and Merkaris, giving the mage enough space to aim her staff, and take advantage of the distraction Asher had offered. The king of the north had no time to shield himself from the mage’s spell and he was blown back into the crowd of white-cloaks behind him.

      Dozens of Namdhorians were knocked down on Merkaris’ way through their ranks, but he was eventually swallowed up by their relentless flow through the gates. Every impact was powerful enough to break bones, and the king hit a lot of his men before the spell’s momentum died away. His cries were soon muffled and stamped out, a fate shared by his body. The men of the north couldn’t help but tread on their leader before stopping to pick up his broken body. The group’s quick retreat soon had them disappearing amid the throng. It was barely a victory in Asher’s eyes. There were still thousands of Darkakin to come and he had yet to see Thallan or Alidyr.

      The ranger wiped the blood from his face and did the only thing he could do; he gripped his blade and got stuck in.
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        * * *

      

      Nathaniel couldn't climb the stairs onto Velia’s outer wall nearly as quickly as the elves, but he did take the time to fire a few arrows into the mob flooding through the gates. It was impossible to miss with so many Namdhorians crammed into the space. From his vantage, the knight could see the line where both sides clashed, with white-cloaks on one side and red on the other. Asher and the others were in there somewhere. Having seen them all in battle, Nathaniel knew better than to worry if they still lived.

      The knight fired one last arrow into the sea of white, impressed with the power of Asher’s bow. The arrow flew through the air with incredible precision, though its force couldn't be compared to Reyna’s. When he at last joined the elves, all four of them were releasing arrows into the hordes on the other side of the wall.

      “Aim for the trolls!” Reyna told them.

      Nathaniel nocked an arrow and looked out on the Namdhorians and Darkakin. A contingent of archers lined the walls in both directions and a group of Velians worked above the gates to prepare more oil and light torches. So far they had killed very few of the northerners, who guarded themselves inside a box of shields.

      The giants and trolls had formed up behind the last of the white-cloaks. The giants batted massive logs in their hands, eager to bring destruction down on the city. The trolls were an unruly bunch, who required their savage masters to prod them on with spears while the giants dragged them by chains. The smaller monsters had no weapons to speak of, gifted as they were with hardened shells and forearms of spikes strong enough to kill any who got in their way.

      Reyna’s arrows flew further, never showing any sign of dipping mid-flight. Her aim was impeccable, each one finding its mark and mutilating the beasts. One troll fell forwards, its knee an imploded mess, and landed against one of the giant’s legs. The larger of the two back-handed the troll with the end of a mighty log, sending the horned beast into the air. The princess’ next arrow caught that same giant above the eye. Any normal arrow would have become embedded in the monster’s thick skin, but once fired from Reyna’s bow, there was no arrow that could be called normal. The pointed projectile exited the back of the giant’s head with explosive force, blinding the colossal beast behind him with blood and brains.

      “Good shot!” Nathaniel yelled, watching the giant collapse into the lower city and take dozens of Darkakin to their deaths.

      The sound of close-quarter combat drifted down the wall from the north and then the south. Nathaniel stepped back from the elves, confused as to how the Namdhorians had reached the walls already. What he found sent his memory running back to the battle of West Fellion when Adellum had opened the portals into the fortress. Darkakin poured out of the abyss-like portals situated at each end of the battlements.

      “They’re on the walls!” came the cries from the Velians.

      “Can you close them?” Nathaniel asked Faylen, who had done just that at West Fellion.

      All but Reyna turned from firing their bows. The elves examined the distance on both sides, as well as taking a look over the inner edge to see how the gates held.

      “There’s too many getting in,” Ezeric noted.

      “They can't keep the portals open for long,” Faylen commented. “We just need to break through.”

      Nalmar shook his head. “By the time we made it through and reached the portal, it would likely close again. All we would accomplish is getting ourselves stuck on the battlements. We need to stay close to the stairs.”

      Nathaniel looked to Reyna, whose attention was still on the approaching giants and trolls. One of the giants had ripped the roof off the tavern in the lower city to use as a shield against the princess’ barrage. It did little to stop her from bringing it down.

      “We can't stay up here much longer,” Nathaniel told her.

      “Just give me more time,” Reyna pleaded.

      The knight looked to the elves and saw the thoughts passing through their heads. They would cut it fine if they stayed on the battlements, but they also knew that the monsters couldn't be allowed to enter the city.

      “We’ll take the south,” Ezeric said.

      “We’ll take the north,” Faylen replied, swapping her bow for the human sword on her waist.

      Nathaniel flicked the switch on the bow and pushed it into the air, as Asher had always done, and collapsed the bow’s limbs. It neatly latched onto his quiver, freeing his hands to wield the Graycoat blade. The length of steel was that of an old friend; he knew its balance and edge like the back of his hand.

      The Velians were the first to meet the Darkakin. The red-cloaks kept the baying mob tied up in a ferocious sword fight, giving Ezeric and Nalmar time to fire a few well-placed shots. Their arrows narrowly missed the Velians by inches, but every one found a Darkakin in the face or chest. There were fewer Velians on the north wall, leaving Nathaniel and Faylen with no choice but to attack. Reyna remained safe between the four warriors on the only slab of battlement that wasn't under siege.

      The knight did his best to stay out of Faylen’s erratic movements and often found himself pulling Velians back to give her more space. The Darkakin attacked with abandon, their style impossible to adapt to. Nathaniel parried and slashed with the accuracy and methodicalness expected of a Graycoat, but the savages demanded that he use every limb to survive. Kicking, punching, and elbowing the Darkakin was the only thing that kept them from overwhelming him. Booting them over the edge of the inner wall, however, was deeply satisfying.

      Giants roared in the distance with their numbers dwindling under Reyna’s deadly aim. Nathaniel’s stolen glance gave a Darkakin the chance to barrel into him, taking the two beyond the melee and next to the princess. The savage paid the knight little attention, desperate to get off of him and stab Reyna in the back. The thought of it enraged Nathaniel and he gripped the Darkakin’s face in the manner of a vice. A quick headbutt, up into the man’s nose, had the savage yelling in pain and rolling off. Nathaniel retrieved a small dagger from his belt and plunged it deep into his enemy’s throat. He held the savage down until his gargling stopped.

      “We need to go!” Faylen warned. The elf extended her hand creating a shockwave powerful enough to force the Darkakin back, giving the Velians a chance to regroup.

      Nathaniel agreed. It wouldn't be long before a foe more powerful than the Darkakin stepped through the portal, searching for the one who could slay so many giants and trolls.

      “Just one more!” Reyna replied, her eyes aimed down the length of her arrow.

      Ezeric and Nalmar returned, their scimitars covered in blood. “We need to get off the wall,” Ezeric panted. “The portal has closed on our side, but there’s already too many inside the city.”

      “We need to retreat,” Nalmar added.

      The Velians clashed with the Darkakin just as Reyna unleashed her next arrow. The final giant took the arrow in its throat and the magic built up inside the arrow caused everything in its throat to explode, filling the lumbering beast’s mouth with blood. It managed another step before falling back into the horde behind it. There were still a number of trolls who had survived and continued their rampage.

      “Reyna!” Nathaniel called. “We have to get off the wall.”

      The princess protested with a look but nodded in agreement. Faylen warned the remaining Velians about being overrun, hoping that they would follow them down the stairs.

      “Go!” they shouted back, determined to keep the Darkakin from reaching their homes.

      Nathaniel was the last to step onto the stone staircase when the northern portal closed, leaving behind the single, biggest threat the knight had seen since the battle begun. Standing by the edge of the wall, looking down on them, was a lithe figure clad in black and gold armour, her features concealed behind a hood and half of a mask. In one hand she wielded a double-ended spear.

      Reyna wasted no time aiming her enchanted bow. Nathaniel’s eyes couldn't keep up with the arrow, but the knight was sure he was about to witness the death of another general. Only the weapons gifted to them by Valanis had the power to put the Hand down for good, and Reyna wielded Adellum’s bow with mastery.

      Nathaniel blinked hard when the arrow was sent careening off at an awkward angle. Faster than he had seen, Samandriel Zathya had whipped up her spear and deflected the arrow at the last second. Her counter-attack would have been limited had she not been a disciple of Valanis. The dark elf threw out her arm and cast a ball of green flames down upon the stairs. The emerald fire consumed the stone, hugging it as if the stairs were made of wood.

      There was no way down…

      The knight turned around to spot the next set of stairs, but they were on the other side of the king’s platform and covered with Darkakin. Above them, the Velians made a courageous effort to repel the savages, but it was only a matter of time before they would face them and Samandriel.

      “Quickly!” Ezeric called before making the leap to the adjacent roof. The roof was twenty feet below them and fifteen feet out from the wall. It was an impossible jump… for a human.

      Nalmar dived down after Ezeric and both elves dropped into a crouch and roll after hitting the roof. Faylen and Reyna looked back up at Nathaniel with grave concern having met the same conclusion regarding the distance.

      “Jump!” Ezeric shouted up.

      Nathaniel turned his attention back to the battlements, noting Samandriel’s advance. The general strode along the wall without a care, sure that she had trapped her prey.

      “Go!” Nathaniel barked.

      “I'm not leaving you!” Reyna replied, her tone absolute.

      A new horn blared from the east of the city, its pitch different to those that had warned of the attacks. It blared three times in quick succession instead of the continued horn they were used to. The sight of another dawn would have surprised Nathaniel had its light not revealed the hundreds of white and blue sails. The fleet of elves powered through The Adean’s waves, heading straight for Direport on Velia’s most eastern edge. It should have been a sight to inspire hope, but the knight was one of few who knew that the battle was about to take a turn for the worse.

      “Reyna…” Faylen said with a hand on the princess’ shoulder.

      “I’m not leaving you,” Reyna said again, nocking another arrow.

      “You have to go.” Nathaniel could feel the tears welling in his eyes. They were about to be separated and risk never seeing each other again.

      “I won't,” Reyna said through gritted teeth.

      “I’m so sorry…” Faylen’s words were directed at Nathaniel just as much as they were to Reyna. The princess didn't have time to react and Nathaniel simply watched as Faylen grabbed her and threw the younger elf from the wall.

      Reyna screamed in protest on her way down, but she managed to hit the roof and roll back up unscathed. She yelled and made to reach the bottom of the stairs again, but Ezeric and Nalmar held her back.

      “Go,” the knight nodded at the roof below. “Get her to the port and stop this from getting any worse.”

      “I’m sorry,” Faylen whispered before jumping off the wall.

      Nathaniel climbed to the top of the stairs and loaned his blade to the Velians. The Darkakin were shoulder-to-shoulder; something that didn't work well with their barbaric fighting style. Many were thrown from the battlements by those fighting beside them, thinning the mob just enough for Nathaniel to spot Samandriel on the other side. It wasn't long before they were all pushed back and forced to ascend the king’s platform. As the last of the Darkakin fell to Velian blades, a double-ended spear lashed out, killing three of the red-cloaks in a single swipe. The remaining two soldiers were impaled and kicked from the rampart.

      Samandriel’s head tilted, her golden eyes fixing on the folded bow latched to Nathaniel’s quiver. “You carry the bow of an Arakesh but you’re not him, are you?” The elf flashed a wicked smile that spoke of the horror she was about to unleash upon him.

      Nathaniel readied himself for death. The knight gripped his hilt and dropped into a fighting stance; he wasn't going to just roll over.

      Samandriel advanced with a black cloak billowing behind her and the spear pointed at his chest. As if from nowhere, a firm hand gripped the elf’s shoulder and a diamond-tipped short-sword pierced her armour, poking through between her breasts. Samandriel’s eyes went wide in shock, though only a gasp escaped her lips.

      Despite his surprise, Nathaniel took a breath, thankful that Asher had come to his aid. His smile fell away with Samandriel, who dropped to her knees, giving way to Alidyr Yalathanil.

      The white-robed elf wore a grimace in place of his usual smug grin. “You never could see the bigger picture, sister,” he whispered in her ear.

      Samandriel’s eyes began to glow and the veins under skin took on a golden hue. Nathaniel had seen this happen up close at West Fellion, after Reyna killed Adellum with his own bow. All of her limbs shook violently and a bright light shone out of the wound in her chest.

      “Now then…” Alidyr said as he casually tossed Samandriel’s body over the side, into the city. “Let’s see about getting that gem, shall we?”

      Now the elf grinned…
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      Asher could barely see the remains of the gates now. The Velian resistance had been pushed back again and again by the Namdhorians. In the distance, the white cloaks of the northmen had dispersed, their numbers diluted by the Darkakin. The enemies’ advance had been too fast for some, and Asher had been helpless to do anything but glimpse the slaughter of the innocent citizens who hadn't retreated in time. None were spared, a barbarity the Darkakin shared with King Tion’s men.

      Doran came running by, bursting out of the fray, with a Namdhorian knight held over his head. The dwarf bellowed in rage and launched the white-cloak through the window of a butcher’s shop. The son of Dorain laughed, more than happy being in the middle of a good fight, and charged back in with his axe and sword swinging. Tauren had been separated from them when they were pushed past the first side street. There was no time to worry about the young man and even less time to worry about how they might regroup; the forces of Valanis were limitless, it seemed. For every Darkakin or Namdhorian the ranger put down, another was ready and waiting to replace them.

      A horn from the east continued to blare out in quick intervals, though its meaning was lost on Asher. If it was a rallying call it made little sense to him since they would only be pinned against the wall. The ranger ignored the horn and any other thought when a monstrous roar echoed from inside the ruined gate. The ground shook with the rhythmic footfalls of what could only be a horde of trolls. Asher couldn't count on both hands the number of trolls he had slain, but defeating the beasts under these conditions would be infeasible. Traps needed setting, bait laying out, and a decent ambush point was preferable. Taking the big monsters on from the front with a battle going on around him was beyond his capabilities.

      A dark object fell from atop the gate, catching Asher’s eye on its way down. A moment before it landed amid the Darkakin and emerging trolls, the ranger noted the object’s shape had arms and legs, but it was the glow surrounding it that made him look twice. The impact went unheard, drowned out by the battle cries and clashing swords. The body’s silent fall was followed by an almighty expulsion of light and energy that sucked all the sound out of the world. Then it exploded. The trolls inside the entrance were instantly flash-burned, along with any and all who stood within twenty-feet of the body. The rest of the energy emanated from the impact site in waves, with each one wreaking destruction and chaos.

      Asher was knocked off of his feet, a fact he was thankful of when every window in the street shattered. Large cracks appeared up the walls of the buildings and even the stone of the main gate and outer wall.

      “RANGER!” The word boomed across the city with an unnatural resonance.

      Asher found his feet alongside Doran, who paused to snap a Darkakin’s neck, and searched for the source of the magnified voice. Others were starting to get up now, if somewhat dazed. No one got up around the gates, where a visible scorch mark scarred the ground. The tunnel through the main gates had been partially blocked by the dead bodies of trolls, allowing a moment’s reprieve.

      “RANGER!” the word resounded again.

      Asher looked up, following the path of the fallen body until his eyes settled on the king’s platform. The details were fuzzy at that height, but he could see a man in white robes with a blade to the throat of another man, who was held on his knees.

      “Alidyr…” he hissed.

      “Is that Nathaniel?” Doran’s question sounded distant thanks to the ringing in the ranger’s ears.

      Asher’s heart sank when he noted the knight’s attire. It was a turn of events the ranger couldn't make sense of. Where was Reyna? Where were Faylen and the other elves? Had he already killed them? Unfortunately for the Namdhorian knights getting up around him, the questions boiled his blood. Asher sprung on them, cutting open throats and chest cavities in a blur of steel and silvyr.

      “What are ye doin’?” Doran shouted after him.

      Asher ignored the question and ran for the steps on the southern wall. The ranger avoided the fighting that still raged in the side streets and dashed past the main gates. The area around the scorch mark was bare, where every body, dead or alive, had been swept away. Those that were still getting up succeeded in keeping their lives, lucky as they were that Asher was in a rush.

      The stairs were another issue.

      The Darkakin that half jumped, half ran down the stairs of the battlements had been largely unaffected by the recent explosion. Asher gripped his blades and growled with feral rage, ready to cut down any who got in his way. Those at the front barked their guttural language at him, their eyes fixed on what they thought would be an easy victim. Before it could come to any blows, the ranger covered his eyes, shielding them from the bright, yellow flash that wiped the closest savages from existence. The stonework blew out under the barrage as more blasts of magical energy hammered the Darkakin. Asher looked down to his right and saw Hadavad aiming her staff at the savages. The ranger nodded his appreciation and ran on, through the smoke and clouds of ash. Any who survived the mage’s assault was easily dispatched by a hack and slash of his short-swords.

      His sprint to the top left him with burning lungs and a tight chest. Asher wiped the blood and sweat from his brow and tried to ignore the disheartening amount of Darkakin still beyond the walls. To the east was a sight he had almost forgotten would come. Hundreds of white and blue sails were spread out along the horizon on a glistening ocean that came to life in the light of dawn. The elves were here…

      That’s why he couldn't spot Reyna or the others on the wall; they had gone to fight a different kind of battle. The ranger did his best to forget it all and focus on what lay before him. He stepped up onto the king’s platform to find Alidyr waiting for him. The elf was a shadow of his former self, adorned in tattered and dirty robes that matched his features. Nathaniel was on his knees, by the edge of the rampart, both hands grasping Alidyr’s wrists. The elf had the man by the hair in one hand and threatened to slit his throat with the other.

      “I think you’ll find this exchange a simple one,” Alidyr began.

      “I don't give a shit,” Asher interrupted. “I didn't come up here to barter words. I came here to end you…” The ranger unclipped his green cloak and shrugged it off.

      Alidyr’s smug expression fell into a sneer. “As you wish.” The elf kicked Nathaniel over the edge and came at Asher with his diamond-tipped blade.

      “Asher!” the knight yelled as he went over the side.

      The ranger made the mistake of watching Nathaniel instead of Alidyr, a prime example Nasta Nal-Aket would have used to explain why friends were nothing but a weakness. Asher took a pommel to the face, his eyes always on Nathaniel, as he watched the knight grip the damp stone at the last moment. Asher moved with the knock to his face and rolled away, relieved to see Nathaniel hanging on by his fingers.

      Alidyr paced between him and dangling knight. “I suppose this was always going to end with your death, Ranger. There’s really no way around it. You possess that which my master desires, and he would uproot mountains to have it.”

      Asher had no reply. After years of fighting, it was the only way he knew how to really communicate. There was no amount of domestication that would ever change that. The ranger bolted at the elf with a high attack, jumping at the last second to bring his silvyr blade down on Alidyr’s head. The silvyr was met with tough resistance but Asher had the advantage of a second blade. He brought the enchanted sword up with a swing that would cut the elf open from waist to shoulder, only to find air in the place of his foe.

      “Predictable.” Alidyr thrust his boot square into Asher’s chest, sending the ranger into a tumble across the platform.

      Without his cloak, there was nothing to become tangled up in, leaving the ranger free to snap back up and raise his guard. Alidyr should have been on top of him, pressing the advantage but, instead, the elf remained firmly in place. He’s playing with me, Asher thought.

      “Look around.” Alidyr held his hands up. “There’s no help coming this time. No caverns to bring down on my head, no stars falling from the sky, no elves…” Alidyr eyed the pouch secured to Asher’s waist. “And no magic to offer aid.” Asher wanted to respond but his silence was telling. “I thought so.” The elf smiled. “I thought it odd that you would possess something so powerful and continue to swing a sword.”

      “You don't know anything,” Asher replied, ready to spring.

      “I know it’s too much for any man to wield. It offers you protection, but it would consume you to use it. There is only one way a being as pathetic as you could master Paldora’s gem, but my lips are sealed…”

      Asher grated one blade against the other. “Don't worry, by the time I'm finished with you, you’ll be spilling everything.”

      The two came together in a collision of enchanted blades and sparks. Asher ducked, weaved, and evaded the strong, elven limbs that sought to break him. Alidyr was fast, his single blade seemingly doing the job of two, both parrying and attacking the ranger. Asher dropped down low and extended his enchanted short-sword, catching the elf on the top of his thigh. Alidyr groaned in pain but still managed to take advantage of the ranger’s awkward crouch. The kick to his ribs hurt almost as much as his back after being thrown into the wall of the rampart.

      Asher got to his feet as quickly as he could, doing his best to ignore the pain and the wheeze in his chest. Alidyr came in with a thrusting attack designed to disorientate any foe, his arm extending and retracting with the sway of his shoulders. The ranger anticipated the final position of the blade and batted it away with silvyr. His counter-attack was blunt but effective, driving the crystal pommel of the enchanted blade into Alidyr’s face. The blow knocked the elf back with blood trickling from above his eye.

      “Come on!” Asher yelled, shaking his head and shoulders to ready himself.

      Alidyr wiped the blood from his eye and fixed the ranger with a venomous glare. The two clashed again, their swords ringing out across the wall. The elf scored more than one cut, but none could put Asher down, though a sweeping strike above his right hip had the ranger stumbling away. The enchanted blade sliced right through his leather and chainmail as if it weren't even there. His leg began to feel wet from another wound that leaked his insides over the king’s platform.

      Beyond Alidyr, Asher could see the top of Nathaniel’s head poking over the rampart. The knight was trying to climb back up, but his exhaustion was clear to see. The ranger decided he didn't have long to beat the elf and pull his friend to safety. It was this kind of thinking that Nightfall had spent decades trying to beat out of him. Seeing his friend struggling now, it was all for naught. Asher gave in to his emotions, lunging at Alidyr without a plan of attack, hoping to beat him as quickly as possible.

      Their blades met briefly in a flurry of elven techniques, each landing wounds that were only inches from taking the other’s life. Asher dropped to one knee, feigning more pain than he felt, while parrying Alidyr’s blade with its twin. The silvyr short-sword now had a clear path into the elf’s exposed abdomen. The ranger thrust his weapon upwards and pierced his enemy’s stomach. The blade would have sunk all the way through had Alidyr not whipped his free hand out and gripped the silvyr, drawing blood from his fingers and thumb. The tip of the short-sword was hidden within the elf and for all his strength, Asher couldn't push it any further. Both were red in the face under the push and pull, blood dripping onto the stone between them.

      “This… is for Elaith!” Asher roared, using his rage to try and drive the blade home.

      Alidyr’s grip was that of a vice, however, and the blade didn't budge. “I don't even know who that is,” he replied through gritted teeth. The elf swung his short-sword around, taking Asher’s parrying blade with it, and crossed both over the silvyr piercing his side. The motion sent both of the ranger’s blades flying across the rampart in a clatter.

      Asher was on his knees now, weaponless and at the mercy of a back-handed slash that would decapitate him. The ranger hadn't gone through hell all of his life to die on his knees. His right hand shot up and intercepted Alidyr’s back-handed swipe at the wrist. A simple fist to the elbow had the elf relinquishing his grip on the diamond-tipped sword. Asher let go of the wrist and caught the hilt mid-fall. Instead of bringing the blade up, a form of attack Alidyr had already proven ineffective, the ranger pushed down and chopped through the toes of the elf’s left foot.

      Alidyr screamed and stumbled back, leaving half of his foot behind. Asher had no intention of giving the worthless snake a moment to collect himself and he jumped up, sword swinging. The elf was clearly in pain, but it didn't stop him evading every swipe until eventually he side-stepped and caught Asher’s arm over his shoulder. A hand with the power of a hammer struck the ranger in the joint where his shoulder met his arm. It was enough to have him drop the blade, leaving both of them with nothing but their fists. Alidyr used his elbow, however, and lifted it into Asher’s face, a blow that should have knocked him back and off his feet, but the elf still had a hold of Asher’s arm, which rested over his shoulder. Alidyr pulled him in for a back-handed fist and finished with a punch to his back.

      Once again, Asher found himself thrown to the ground and into the wall of the rampart. Had it not been for the leather and chainmail, he was sure that fist to his back would have snapped his spine. The ranger crawled to his feet again, only this time his right arm was numb in places and he could taste blood in his mouth.

      “When will you learn?” Alidyr asked through laboured breath. “You cannot beat me as an ant cannot beat the fall of a boot.”

      Asher was barely listening to him anymore, his attention on Nathaniel, who had managed to get an elbow on the rampart. The ranger had to give his all; the lives of those he had come to care for demanded it. Before even straightening his back, Asher launched himself at Alidyr, hoping to take them both into a tumble that might see him come out on top, but the elf proved the stronger. Alidyr staggered back a single step and drove his knee into the ranger’s stomach, a blow that knocked the air from his lungs.

      The next thing he knew, Alidyr had his thumbs pressed against his eyelids.

      Asher immediately wrapped his hands around the elf’s wrists, but his effort to prise them off was for nothing. Alidyr pushed his thumbs until blood ran over his hands. The sounds that left the ranger’s mouth told of his excruciating agony, but there were no words to describe it. Nathaniel called his name but Asher was only aware of pain; everything else quickly became a distant memory.

      When the thumbs were pulled free, Asher felt the stonework under his knees rise up to meet him. Covering his eyes with his hands did nothing to settle the pain and even less to bring back his sight. With his consciousness trapped inside his mind, its window to the outside world gone forever, the ranger’s senses came alive. There was no colour to the world, but the beating heart of reality pulsed through his mind, building a perfect picture of his surroundings.

      The blood rushing from Alidyr’s foot was a torrent beside his head, as the elf circled him. The beat of his heart was stronger than Nathaniel’s, slower too. The smell of sweat dripping down the knight’s face was mixed with the metallic aroma of blood which rose from the battle below. As the ranger’s fingers ran over the stone, he could feel every groove and imperfection. The light of dawn brought with it the heat of a rising sun, a tangible feeling to Asher, who was sure he could reach out and touch the warmth.

      The first sound to scratch at his ears, however, was that of the black gem which scraped across the stone beneath him. The ranger could feel it pressed between him and the floor, its call impossible to ignore.

      There was only one way to beat Alidyr, and it wasn't through combat.

      Asher found his feet and retrieved Paldora’s gem. The pain behind his eyes was so intense that he gripped the gem until his fingers bled. The power of the black crystal pulsed through his hand.

      Alidyr laughed. “What are you going to do with that? Go ahead, use it. I’ll take it from your dead fingers after it’s done with you.”

      Asher took a breath and held out his hand. Tapping into the gem wasn't easy, it demanded a hold over his life. The ranger gave into it willingly this time, happy to die taking Alidyr with him. The elf’s laughter came to a bitter stop and Asher smiled. He knew exactly what he wanted to do to the head of the Hand.

      “What are you…” Alidyr’s words became garbled and his hands gripped his chest. “Impossible…” he hissed.

      Asher clawed his fingers and the elf dropped to his knees, accompanied by the sound of breaking bone. He yelled out but his cracking bones filled Asher’s ears. Alidyr attempted to move forward, only to find himself pushed back, to the front of the outer wall. More bones shattered and his limbs now rested at awkward angles, his hands clenched into muscle-tearing balls.

      The ranger could see everything as if the elf had transparent skin. He could feel the bones snap and the surrounding vessels bleed out, bruising the skin. Alidyr wasn't the only one bleeding out. Asher tasted more blood dripping from his own nose, and his ears tickled from the blood seeping over his lobes and down his neck. Every breath leaving his lungs became shallower and the veins on the back of his hand snaked through his pale skin like worms. Asher knew it was impossible to feel one’s own life force, their soul as it were, but now, in the grips of Paldora’s gem, he could feel himself being drawn from the world, a wraith torn from his body.

      Still, he squeezed.

      Alidyr’s body slowly closed in on itself, his arms and legs visibly shorter, his joints were nothing but a mess of shattered bone and cartilage. Under such constriction, the elf had lost the ability to scream or fight back in any way.

      As the magic coursed through his body, Asher could feel it pulling, tearing at Alidyr’s own source of magic, as if he were robbing the elf. The gem gave him strength, but it also gave him the strength of any source of magic nearby. This balance was finite, however, with every inch taken from Alidyr draining the ranger of his life. It was a price he was willing to pay to kill the wretch.

      “Asher!” Nathaniel might as well have been calling him from the moon. The ranger couldn't focus on anything but the blood coursing through his ears.

      Alidyr’s golden eyes were surrounded by bright, red veins, though to Asher they were nothing but bursting vessels. When there was nothing left but a broken husk and Alidyr could only blink, the ranger lowered his hand and released the elf from his magical hold. His acute senses knew exactly where the diamond-tipped short-sword was on the bloody platform, its enchanted hum vibrating against his skin. Asher held out his hand and the blade flew into his grip.

      His feet were rooted to the spot and it took all his will to take that first step toward Alidyr. The elf could do nothing but stare at him, a silhouette against the pink dawn.

      “I said…” Asher’s voice was hollow and croaky, “I would give this back to you. I’m a man of my word…” The ranger drove the diamond-tipped blade into Alidyr’s chest and didn't stop until the bloodied hilt met his sternum. The elf’s eyes bulged and he moaned, unable to utter a single syllable.

      Asher felt the energy building inside of Alidyr before it shone through his wounds. The gold of his eyes was quickly replaced by a white light that the ranger could only perceive as warmth. His moaning took on an other-worldly tone and became a roar. The first blast wave was only a second away when Nathaniel’s arms wrapped around Asher’s waist and the two went flying down the steps and off the king’s platform. The blast swept over them, pushing them further down the battlements, but the sound of cracking stone found Asher’s ears. It came from deep inside the walls around the main gates.

      “Cover your eyes!” Asher warned the knight.

      The dying throes of Alidyr was a silent implosion followed swiftly by a deafening explosion. The magnitude of the explosion blew the remains of the gates, the surrounding stone, and the king’s platform high into the air. Nathaniel’s rough hands gripped Asher by the collar and dragged him down the wall in a bid to escape the falling debris. All that remained was a gaping hole in Velia’s defensive wall, a gap big enough to fit a hundred men abreast. Nathaniel was shouting something to him, but Asher couldn't register a single word, his mind focused on a single thought.

      Alidyr was dead…
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      As soon as her feet touched the ground, Reyna made for the south wall, praying to the gods that she could get back up to Nathaniel before Samandriel Zathya killed him. That was when Faylen’s forearm pinned her to the wall of the Buck Inn.

      “Let me go!” the princess protested.

      “I'm sorry, Reyna.” Faylen had tears in her eyes. “You’re the only one who has any chance of stopping what happens next.”

      “Nathaniel dies, that’s what happens next!” Reyna countered.

      Ezeric and Nalmar landed further down the street and intercepted a group of Namdhorian knights. Their scimitars danced about the men from the north until their numbers were reduced to a single man, who promptly turned about and ran in the other direction. Nalmar cast a fireball that caught the man in the back of the head, killing him before he hit the ground.

      Faylen applied more force, keeping Reyna pinned. “Everyone dies if our kin enters this city. Think, Reyna! The only thing that might stop your father from laying waste to Velia is if he thinks you’re in the middle of it. He needs to know that you’re here.”

      “You overestimate our king’s love for me,” Reyna replied.

      “No,” Faylen argued. “He’s a father, that’s all that matters. He’ll see that before the end,” she whispered.

      Reyna couldn't think straight. The sound of battle and death was disorientating, but knowing that Nathaniel had been left to fight for his life, alone, prevented the princess from focusing. Faylen removed her arm from Reyna’s chest as tears ran from the princess’ eyes.

      Her mentor gently wiped the tears away with her thumb. “I'm sorry this falls to you. I would take it from you if I could. But only you can stand between Illian and Ayda…”

      Reyna blinked hard and cleared her vision of tears. The princess knew that Faylen would gladly give her life to save her; that was what Faylen did, the right thing. It was a responsibility she had pressed upon Reyna from a young age, though she’d never imagined the magnitude of her responsibilities.

      “He’s resourceful,” Faylen added. “Nathaniel’s survived more than an encounter with one of the Hand. He’s a fighter. You will see him again.”

      Ezeric and Nalmar halted another group of knights in their tracks, bringing Reyna back to the dire situation all of Velia was in. They needed to act, now.

      “Get me to the docks,” she told them.
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      The din of battle died away the further east they travelled. The streets were still packed with citizens of several towns and cities, all desperate to stay as far away from the western wall as possible. Everywhere she looked, Reyna saw the faces of terrified men, women, and children. Death was coming for them and they knew it.

      They weren't her people, yet Reyna saw them for what they were; people. Unlike many of her kin, the princess could only see what they had in common, what united them. Human or elf, both lived for their loved ones, to protect, provide, and enjoy what time they had together.

      How was she going to convince her father of this?

      Beyond the palace, the eastern gates were being opened by Velian soldiers, while another group kept the mob at bay. Most wanted to flee, either by ship or simply running down the beach until the Darkakin were a horrible memory. The Velian soldiers formed a semi-circle around the gates, allowing just enough room for King Rengar and his personal entourage to pass through.

      “King Rengar!” the princess cried over the shoulder of the Velian barring her way.

      Rengar glanced in her direction and turned again after realising who had called his name. “Princess Reyna? Let her through!” he ordered.

      “My father has arrived,” she said.

      “Yes, thank the gods,” Rengar nodded. “I was about to greet him so that we can hopefully devise a counter-attack. My people won't last much longer.”

      They might, had you fought for them. Reyna kept that to herself.

      “It might be better if I greet him first, Your Grace. We can converse in elvish much faster than your common tongue. The quicker we get elven boots into the city the better.”

      Rengar looked to consider her words. “As you say, Princess. I follow your lead.”

      Reyna bolted from the eastern gate with all haste, leaving the elf to wonder how the king planned on following her lead. In the eyes of any elf, humans appeared to always be moving slowly, but Rengar didn't even move as if his city was burning.

      The princess ran as fast as she could between the harboured ships and sprinted down the decking. Hundreds of blue and white sails drifted towards her, so close now that she could make out the white and silver of their armour against the navy of their cloaks. Reyna could also see the nocked bows every elf had aimed at the docks. The lead vessel, and by far the largest, was sailing right for the spot on which she stood.

      Reyna stood up a little straighter when her father looked back at her.
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      Elym strode out of his tent, adjusting the circlet on his head so that the crystal shone just below his hairline. The magic stored within was the same as that of his scimitar, its hilt crowned in crystals. The king’s armour was as light as a fallen leaf but as strong as dwarven bones. Walking out onto the deck, trailing his yellow cloak, Elym surveyed the eastern walls of Velia and the docks at its base.

      A great battle was raging inside, that much they could all hear. High Guardian Varӧ had already ordered the warriors of his army into formation across the various decks. From left-to-right, every elf was aiming their bows at the city. He gripped the ancient prophecy tucked into his belt, ready to give Varӧ the nod to begin their invasion.

      Then he saw her.

      Elym pressed into the side of the ship and leaned over to better get a look at the ragged woman standing on the edge of the dock. At first, he couldn't believe it, her appearance as it was, but there was no mistaking his daughter. The king could feel Varӧ’s eyes on him, waiting for a command, any command. Elym couldn't take his eyes off Reyna.

      “My Lord?”

      “Hold,” Elym ordered with a wave of his hand.

      Reyna dived into the cold water and disappeared under dark depths that even Elym’s eyes couldn't pierce. Before the ship made it to the dock, the princess was climbing onboard and jumping onto the deck. The girl standing before him was not the one he had sent to Illian, nor, he realised, could she be called a girl. The woman who presented herself now had seen a world beyond palaces and beautiful forests. His daughter had seen death and war, and by the looks of her, she had fought through it all. There was an edge to Reyna now.

      “Father…”

      There had been a time not so long ago that he would have admonished her for not addressing him as king, but Elym couldn't find it in him. He wanted to pull her close and never let go. For too long had he pushed her away, something he thought he had come to terms with, but seeing her now, he was… vulnerable.

      “My Lord?” Varӧ asked again.

      Elym glanced from the High Guardian to the elves under his command, each waiting for the order to release their arrows. The order to invade was on the edge of his lips when Reyna took a step forward.

      “This isn’t how we win,” she said confidently. “Against Valanis, we all win, or we all lose. There’s no room for us and them in this war, Father. I have seen our enemy and he makes no distinction between our two shores, Valanis would see it all burn.”

      Elym reached out to cup his daughter's face but retracted it at the last moment. “They live on land that is rightfully ours, you know this.”

      “We failed them,” Reyna continued. “Mankind was ours to shepherd and we let them down. They are fragile, their lives a speck of ours. Every moment is precious to them because any one could be their last. We should be protecting those moments, not taking them from them. They see the world differently to us, but perhaps we could learn from that perspective.”

      “Reyna...” Elym tilted his head in disappointment. “You cannot think they have anything to teach us. We are superior to them.”

      “You cannot love more superiorly than another,” Reyna countered. “I have seen their capacity for love and I see no difference between us. There’s no reason why we can't live together, in peace.”

      “I am sure in your time here, you have been forced to fight for them in order to survive, but our reign over this realm was planned before you were born.” Elym scrunched the scroll on his belt. “We make our own fate…”

      Reyna lifted her chin defiantly, just as her mother had done so many times before. The princess removed the bow from her back and gave the king a hard look that only a fool would ignore.

      “You aren't here to rid the world of Valanis,” Reyna said with a tone of disgust that was hard for Elym to hear. “You’re here for revenge. To claim back lands you gave up. I won't let you hurt a single one of them.” The princess removed an arrow from her quiver and nocked it before the king could blink.

      Elym raised his hands to calm the archers who instantly turned on Reyna. He recognised the bow in her hand from dozens of accounts from The Dark War, though he already knew his daughter had fought and beaten Adellum Bӧvӧ in the stronghold of the Graycoats. The weapon in her hands was more powerful than anything they had brought with them, but more importantly, it was wielded by the one person he couldn't order be killed.

      “Don't do this, Reyna,” he pleaded.

      “Help us defeat Valanis. Everything else can wait.”

      Elym raised his chin, mirroring his daughter. “It seems something of a warrior has been born within you.”

      “It was always there, Father. You just didn't want to see it…”

      Elym looked to Varӧ with glassy eyes, unbelieving of the order he was about to give...
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      Nathaniel looked in disbelief at the silvyr short-sword standing on end between his legs. Had the blade landed a foot further north, it would have buried itself in his crotch rather than the stone. Beyond it, lay a smoking ruin of what had once been the main gate and the king’s platform. The walls on either side were gone, obliterated, leaving nothing but jagged, stone slabs and a mass of dead bodies. There would be no keeping the Darkakin out now, he thought.

      The knight yanked the short-sword out of the stone and presented it to Asher, who was sitting up beside him. “I believe this is yours…”

      The ranger didn't even look as he took the blade back, his coordination perfect. Nathaniel lingered on Asher’s eyes, or rather the bloodied mess that had replaced them, crowning the streaks of dried blood that ran down his cheeks to meet a bruised jaw. The rest of him simply appeared haggard and battered, and for the first time, Nathaniel dwelled on the ranger being almost twice his age.

      “You look terrible…” the knight said with a tone of jest.

      Asher displayed the hint of a smile. “Feels good though, doesn't it?”

      Nathaniel frowned. “What does?”

      “Not having to share the same air with that useless sack of shit…”

      Nathaniel couldn't help but smile and the two men shared a laugh on the empty ramparts. “I take it you can…” The knight waved a finger over his eyes.

      “I can't see like you,” Asher replied. “But I can see better than you.”

      Nathaniel wanted to laugh but he was quickly running out of energy. “You used Paldora’s gem. Does that mean -”

      “No,” Asher said with despair. “If I had held onto it for one more second it would have killed me. What little control I found wouldn't be enough to challenge Valanis.”

      Nathaniel looked to the horizon of ships in the east. “Perhaps the elves will have the answer. They’re supposed to be wise, aren't they?”

      “Supposed to?” Asher echoed with a smile. “Don't let Reyna hear you say that.”

      The knight chuckled silently to himself and turned to the west. The sight that greeted him snatched at any elation and wiped the smile from his face. There were still thousands of Darkakin beyond the wall, though Velia’s outer defences could no longer be called a wall. The savages had only to stroll into the city proper.

      Asher remained seated on the battlements, but his head twitched to the west. “They’re not advancing.”

      Nathaniel needed a moment longer than he should have to absorb the ranger’s statement. Whether it be shock and exhaustion or the unusualness of Asher’s acute awareness, he couldn't say. All the knight could do was walk over to the wall and look out, confirming the Darkakins’ lack of advance. The black masses had come to a stop by the edge of the lower city, though their frontline appeared eager to invade.

      “There’s nothing left of the gate,” Nathaniel said, “or the wall for that matter. Why haven't they attacked?”

      “They aren't sure who caused the explosions,” Asher replied as he pulled himself up. “They’ll know it’s magic, but from what I’ve seen, the Darkakin don't use it.” The ranger’s back cracked so loud that Nathaniel heard it through his leather armour.

      “They’re just waiting…” Nathaniel reached for his sword only to find an empty scabbard, the blade lost in the aftermath of Alidyr’s dramatic death.

      A cool breeze washed over the pair and Asher licked his lips, as if he was tasting the air. “We don't have long.”

      The knight looked from Asher to the army of Darkakin and found the source of the ranger’s ominous comment. Emerging from the middle of the horde was a lone figure in black and gold armour. Nathaniel pressed himself against the wall to get a better look at Thallan Tassariӧn, the last of the Hand. His shadowy cloak blew out behind him, its dark fabric accentuating the jade scimitar in his left hand. Any features were impossible to make out, but the elf had pulled back his hood to reveal a pale, bald head.

      Nathaniel turned to Asher. “The Darkakin might not know what caused the explosion, but Thallan will. He won't hesitate to march them on the city.”

      “He already has,” Asher countered. “Otherwise they wouldn't be standing there.”

      “But why?”

      Nathaniel couldn't get into the head of a murdering psychopath like Thallan. Why would the elf hesitate now? Velia was a nut that had just been cracked open and its forces were still scrambling to form up. The knight turned away from the horde and looked back into the city. The western edge was a vista of ruin and carnage. The buildings had suffered greatly from the deaths of both generals of the Hand, while some still burned from the flaming catapults. The streets between were strewn with bodies from both sides, their blood running through the gutters. Closer to the battlements, the entrance to the city was pebbled with debris from the wall, some of the slabs as big as a horse.

      Then he heard the horns.

      “That’s why,” Asher said flatly.

      Nathaniel dashed to the edge of the inner wall, craning his neck to see over the canvas of rooftops. The horns pipped and blared in a rousing tune, undertoned by the marching of boots and rustling armour. The Velians moved aside, making way for a parade of white and blue. Nathaniel couldn't keep control of his face, every feature dropping in surprise. Thousands of elves marched through Velia’s streets in perfect harmony.

      “Come on!” Nathaniel called, making for the stairs.

      By the time both made it to the remains of Velia’s main gate, the elves had come to a stop in a neat line, directly opposite the Darkakin. The destruction somehow appeared worse from the ground. The devastation that had laid waste to the gates was so massive that the elves could charge without being funneled. The ruination of Velia could only steal Nathaniel’s attention for a moment before he came back to the elves. The knight pushed through the red-cloaks and stood in awe of them.

      Every piece of their armour was exquisite, polished white and trimmed with silver. Their helmets sloped back and up, elegant and regal, as if they all wore crowns. Their cloaks fell to the floor in cascades of navy blue. Each held a spear in one hand and a shield in the other, though the shields required closer scrutiny. Nathaniel couldn't believe his eyes and the warrior in him was suddenly desperate to get his hands on one. Every elven shield was shaped in an arrow’s head and framed with silver, but its body was made of glass. The glass wasn't entirely transparent, giving the effect that their legs were wider than normal, but who would ever think to make a shield of glass?

      The elves parted as one and an entourage emerged. Nathaniel could see King Rengar and what remained of his generals, as well as a number of elves who were dressed in a similar fashion to Tai’garn. They all moved aside for what could only have been the king of elves. His posture and presence were more regal than any other elf, if that was possible. A long cloak of yellow dragged behind him and a circlet of crystals adorned his perfect, black hair.

      Then he saw Reyna and Faylen.

      Nathaniel broke from the crowd and ran for them, only to find five elves drop into fighting stances and present the knight with a row of spears, blocking his path to their king.

      “Nathaniel!” Reyna forced her way through, putting the elves at ease, if a little confused.

      The princess turned around and held her arms out, commanding the warriors to fall back into line. Nathaniel could feel hundreds of eyes on Reyna and him, though the eyes of her father were daggers boring into his head. With only a look, the princess conveyed everything he needed to know without uttering a single word. Whatever alliance she had brokered, it was thin. Nathaniel knew well of how elves could be driven by their emotions and the last thing either of them wanted was to enrage King Elym and turn it into a three-way war. He settled for the look in her emerald eyes, a look that spoke of her joy in finding him alive as well as the agony that she couldn't embrace him.

      King Elym looked between the gap in the jagged walls. “Thallan Tassariӧn leads Valanis’ forces. They say he cannot be beaten -”

      “With a sword in his hand,” Nathaniel finished. “We’ve heard that…” Seeing the king’s expression, the knight regretted his intrusion.

      “Father, this is Nathaniel Galfrey, formerly of the Graycoats. He has stayed by my side since I arrived on these shores. He has saved my life…” The elf turned back to Nathaniel and whispered, “In more ways than one.”

      King Elym regarded Nathaniel as if he were no more than a bug. “I don't know what this is,” he said quietly over Reyna’s shoulder, “but I disapprove.”

      The princess looked up at her father. “Valanis first. Everything else comes later…”

      “As you say,” he replied. “King Rengar!” Velia’s ruler stood a little straighter but it did nothing to help him measure up against Elym. “Have your men follow us out. It would be best if they didn't get in our way.” Rengar looked to respond but the king of elves turned his back on him. “High Guardian, I leave this glorious moment to you…”

      A blond elf stepped out in front and Nathaniel expected to see King Elym fall back with Rengar, as all kings did in this situation, but Elym simply withdrew his scimitar and joined the warriors. The High Guardian began to shout over the army in elvish when a familiar dwarven voice broke over the top.

      “Asher! Where are ye goin’?” Doran had pushed his way through the crowd with Hadavad and Tauren. As happy as Nathaniel was to see the rangers and the southerner alive, and without too many wounds, he quickly turned around to see what his friend was doing.

      “Asher!” he added his own voice of concern when the ranger took his leave beyond the broken wall. Nathaniel made to go after him but Asher suddenly vanished behind the northern wall instead of walking out to meet Thallan.

      “What’s he doing?” Reyna asked.

      “Whatever he likes usually...”

      The High Guardian continued his speech in elvish. With the end of every sentence, the elves beat their spears against their glass shields and roared. They weren't anything close to what Nathaniel had expected, even after Reyna’s accounting of the changes their species had undergone. The elves’ cry to war spurred the Darkakin forces on, who matched the cry with their guttural chanting.

      “What’s that daft shit up to?” Doran jogged over with Hadavad and Tauren.

      Nathaniel kept his eyes on the mass of Darkakin, waiting for Asher to return. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      The knight flexed his finger and hooked it around Reyna’s, aware of the eyes still on them. Surprisingly, it was Faylen who came to stand in front of them, shielding the pair from Elym. They took the opportunity to hold hands and squeeze until Reyna almost broke his knuckles.

      “Asher…” Faylen’s gaze fixed on the ranger, who walked back into the city against a backdrop of death.

      “Of course he did…” Nathaniel raised his eyebrow upon sighting the double-handed broadsword in Asher’s hand. The blade was a solid, red line of steel, every inch coated with giant’s blood.

      Faylen and Reyna gasped at the sight of him. The ranger strode over, more than aware of how to find them despite his lack of eyes. Nathaniel noted Faylen’s reaction was somewhat more emotional than what he had come to expect from her, but he said nothing, unlike Doran.

      “Now there’s a scar to show off!” the dwarf bellowed over the elven cheering. “How did ye earn that?”

      Faylen placed a gentle hand against the ranger’s cheek. “You did it, didn't you? That’s what caused… all this.” The elf looked at the debris.

      “He did what?” Reyna asked.

      “He killed Alidyr,” Nathaniel answered. “Right after Alidyr killed Samandriel.”

      Asher deserved the looks of admiration he received, though Nathaniel wondered if the ranger could perceive facial expressions anymore.

      “How?” Faylen asked, her voice hoarse.

      “It’s a long story,” Asher replied, tying his usual piece of red cloth around his eyes. “If we survive the day, I’ll tell you all about it.” The ranger squeezed Faylen’s hand and made for the horde of Darkakin.

      “What are you doing?” Reyna called, gesturing to the army of elves behind them.

      Asher hefted his broadsword and adjusted the silvyr blade strapped over his shoulder. “Finishing this!” he called back.

      Nathaniel smiled, glancing at the High Guardian. “He never was one for speeches.”

      Doran laughed. “Let’s be on with it then!” The dwarf ran after Asher.

      Hadavad tapped her staff against the ground. “We’ve come this far…” The mage took off through the ruins of the gate.

      Tauren made to leave with her. “I won't let any more of my people die.”

      Nathaniel kicked over some broken stone and picked up a Velian sword. It wasn't his own and it wasn't Graycoat made, but it would do for killing Darkakin. “I would not have them fight alone,” he added, offering Reyna and Faylen a cocky smile.

      “Together!” Reyna pulled an arrow from her quiver.

      Faylen didn't answer, but instead turned to the nearest elven warrior and drew his scimitar free from its scabbard. “I need to borrow this.”

      “Reyna!” King Elym stepped forward, interrupting the High Guardian’s speech.

      Before any could stop them, the three turned and ran from the dawn.
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      Asher could hear his friends charging behind him and the army of elves behind them, but even with their supernatural speed, none would beat him to the Darkakin line. Thallan’s distinct voice roared over the savages’ chanting and the elf lifted his green blade, eliciting a cacophony of cheers from his wicked army. Asher’s senses detected the swift line the general’s blade made when he pointed it at the ranger.

      Now they came.

      Asher collided with the fastest of the Darkakin just beyond the ruins of the lower city. To the savages he must have looked to be some madman with a death wish, charging blindly into the depths of their forces with no hope. Had any of them lived a few seconds longer, they might have changed their mind. The ranger could almost predict their movements by feeling the way their limbs displaced the air enveloping them all. He ran past the first two, batting their swords away, before ducking a third blade and swiping his broadsword across the man’s waist, inviting death to claim him. Then he was in the thick of it.

      Swords, axes, and spears came at him from every angle. His heightened senses didn't just help him to map his terrain and reveal his enemies, it also gave him perfect balance and sense of self. The ranger fell back on his training and allowed his entire body to become a weapon. The Darkakin came at him from every side, but Asher always found the angle of escape, bringing him about and ready to swing. The broadsword cleaved limbs and heads alike, sometimes claiming the lives of more than one at a time. Any who found their way inside his swing discovered the pommel of his hilt, a spiked ball of pain.

      Had it not been for the Nightseye elixir coursing through his blood, Asher wouldn't have heard his companions enter the fray. Doran barrelled through the horde as if he had been thrown from a catapult, his sword and axe chopping and hacking. Hadavad’s spells sounded unnatural on the battlefield, their sounds and smell distinct over the din. The mage’s staff made a satisfying noise whenever it struck her foe.

      The unique whistle of a scimitar wasn't far from Asher’s position. The elven blade moved through the air with a speed no man could match. The ranger would have been sure it was in the hands of Reyna, had an arrow not speared four savages to his left. Three more arrows ploughed through the men and women surrounding Asher before the princess pulled her own scimitar free. The ranger was given some space after her barrage and he took advantage, swinging his sword around in a deadly arc. The steel cut through the armour of two and landed in the hip of a third, taking the Darkakin to the ground.

      A guttural scream from behind would have been enough to forewarn Asher, but today he was aware of everything. He had heard the female Darkakin stepping on the bodies of those already littering the ground. His blade, however, was lodged in the hip of the man in front of him. Asher side-stepped, elbowing one savage in the face to give him the space to execute the leaping female. As she came down, where the ranger had been standing, Asher reached out and gripped the back of her head, using her own momentum to bring her face down on the spiked pommel of his upright sword. There was no time to waste as he yanked the broadsword free and turned to decapitate the savage he had elbowed.

      The sound of the elven army clashing with the Darkakin was thunderous. Like an arrow entering the body, their force pierced the horde and hammered through. Asher tilted his head when he heard the first blade bounce off one of the glass shields. Attuned as he was, the ranger could feel the micro-fractures that ran up the metal of the Darkakin’s sword. Two more strikes and that same blade shattered, leaving the savage without a weapon. The effect rippled across the battlefield, rendering hundreds weaponless, vulnerable to elven scimitars.

      Hope soon escaped the ranger when he heard the elves fall. The sound of an immortal crying out in death had an unnatural feel to it that Asher couldn't place. Right now, however, it told of the harsh truth. They were still outnumbered, a fact that even the elves couldn't overcome. The Darkakin were not a force one could be trained to fight, their style similar to a pack of animals. For now, they were prevented from entering the city and slaughtering the Velians, but it was only a matter of time before the larger force overwhelmed the smaller.

      In the middle of it all, Asher could only fight for his life. His senses had him lifting his broadsword at just the right angle to deflect a dagger flying towards his chest, but there was no manoeuvre that could stop the Darkakin blade behind him from cutting down his back. Before it struck, he had been tempted to simply drop to the ground and roll away, however, the cluster of savages to his right would have impaled him on the ground. Ultimately, he received a gash to the back that cut through his leather and tore into his muscle, sending him careening into the Darkakin in front. The ranger turned his pain and momentum into a form of attack, barging into the savage and taking him into those behind. This gave him the briefest of momentums to turn around and deal with the one who had wounded him.

      The ranger heard the blade of steel slice through the air before the Darkakin could take a step and Nathaniel’s sword removed the top half of the man’s head in one, clean swipe. The knight was backed up by Tauren, who proved both of them to be slow by comparison. More of the savages collapsed in on them, but their island grew when Doran and Hadavad joined them, swiftly followed by Reyna and Faylen. Side-by-side they fought, an impenetrable circle of blades and magic.

      Eventually, the elves were just as deep into the Darkakin forces as they were. Nalmar and Ezeric broke away from their kin and added their number to the companions. Asher could sense fear, but not from his friends or the elves, but from their enemy. The Darkakin surrounding them had stopped throwing themselves into the melee, leaving only the most daring to burst through and attack.

      Not far beyond the line in front of them, a pair of feet sprinted through the horde. Asher’s senses were sharper than even the elves right now, but the figure that trod over the dead and leaped into the middle of their circle was too fast for the ranger to track. When Asher turned around, Thallan Tassariӧn was already lashing out with every limb and his deadly scimitar. Reyna took a boot to the waist and was sent careening into the baying Darkakin. Faylen and Nathaniel naturally chased after the princess to make certain the ring of savages didn't descend on her. Doran swung his axe with enough might to crush bone, but Thallan’s parrying sword reduced the dwarf’s weapon to a stick with no blade.

      Tauren closed in from behind, his twin short-swords angled to severe the elf’s spine. The southerner was quick, his movements confident after years of fighting in the streets of Karath. Had Thallan been any other foe, he would surely have fallen to the young man. Thallan, however, was anything but another foe. Without looking, the elf flicked his scimitar out behind him, deflecting Tauren’s attack while simultaneously slashing the man’s leg. Thallan followed his counter-attack with a knee to Tauren’s face, propelling him onto his back.

      Asher launched into the melee with his broadsword at the perfect height to remove the elf’s bald head. Again, without even looking, Thallan whipped his scimitar around his body in the manner of a dancer and blocked the ranger’s attack. A back-hand to the face had Asher staggering into a group of bloodthirsty Darkakin, all of whom prevented him from getting straight back into the fight. His senses painted the perfect image in his mind of what was happening behind him, while also allowing him to slash and parry the Darkakin.

      Thallan evaded the first two swings of Hadavad’s staff before the mage resorted to casting spells. The elf waved away every destructive spell until the last, that one he captured in his palm and sent flying back into the mage. Hadavad’s scream died away as she disappeared behind the wall of Darkakin, her fate uncertain.

      Asher swiped his broadsword up and cut the last of the savages who dared to challenge him, opening the man up from groin to neck. When he, at last, turned back to the real threat, Doran had run into the horde to help Hadavad and Tauren. Nathaniel, Reyna, and Faylen had been separated from the ranger by the clash of elves and Darkakin.

      Nalmar and Ezeric circled Thallan before attacking as one, a pincer move that even Asher knew would spell his doom. Again, Thallan acted as if he could perceive all, kicking back with his leg and thrusting forward with his scimitar. Asher was too far to add his own blade to the chaos, leaving the two elves to suffer their fate. Ezeric was kicked back, his leg snapped, leaving his body to be pounced upon by a mass of wild Darkakin. His body thrashed for a moment, but the savages stabbed every inch of him. Nalmar lived a little longer, though he was now clutching at an emerald blade that ran through his stomach and out of his back. Thallan whipped the blade free and spun around, bringing his scimitar across Nalmar’s neck.

      In the time it took for Asher to clash blades with the dark elf, Nalmar was dead at his feet. The ranger executed every move, utilising every angle, and calling on every style known to the Arakesh, but every swipe found nothing but air. Thallan countered with a single, if intricate, twist of his scimitar and cut through Asher’s bracer and wrist. The gash had him drop the broadsword, however, his senses guided his free hand to the falling hilt. When the ranger brought the sword back up, Thallan’s blade was already there to block its path, preventing his death. Their swords clashed four more times before the dark elf landed three cuts on Asher’s arms and chest, relieving him of the broadsword for the second time. A hammer-punch to the face ended their duel and left Asher crawling over dead bodies.

      “It’s on you now, isn't it?” Thallan trod through the mud, following him. “Give me the gem and this will come to a swift end, Ranger. Or don't…” The elf spun his scimitar through the air, over Asher’s head. “I can just take it from your corpse.”

      A shadow eclipsed the rising sun and flew over them, but the ranger ignored the it, along with everything else his senses were telling him, and went for the silvyr blade sheathed on his back. Thallan was too quick. Before all of his fingers had grasped the hilt of the silvyr short-sword, the elf’s emerald scimitar was coming down on him.

      Another scimitar cut through the air with uncanny speed and intercepted Thallan’s only inches above Asher’s face. The impact of the two blades was unusual; flashing every colour of the spectrum and sparking for the briefest moment. Then the two spun away, twisting and twirling around the other, their swords always colliding in flashes of colour and sparks. Another shadow flew overhead, too quick for Asher to understand what was happening. When he turned his attention back to Thallan, the elf had been hit in the chest by a destructive spell and was now rolling across the ground with the speed of an arrow.

      The one who had saved his life offered a hand to the ranger. Asher took the hand and knew immediately that he was human; his hands weren't smooth enough to be that of an elf’s. The beat of his heart, however, was stronger than any human’s Asher had ever heard, slower too. He was young, younger than Reyna and possibly even younger than Tauren, yet he had just bested Thallan in a duel with both sword and magic.

      “You should probably think about taking that blindfold off...” the young man suggested.

      “Who are you?” Asher asked.

      “My name’s Gideon... Gideon Thorn.”

      Asher refrained from gasping, but he took a step back and let his jaw drop when a dragon soared over their heads, missing them by a few feet. The ranger’s senses exploded with information, but the overriding feeling was panic. Asher could count on one hand the number of times he had endured panic, most of which had taken place as a child in Nightfall, but it felt natural in the face of a predator such as a dragon.

      “Don't worry,” Gideon said. “He’s with me.”

      Asher looked at the young man in disbelief, but again his senses warned of danger when the dragon shot by, breathing a torrent of fire over the Darkakin. He heard dozens and then hundreds of the savages burn. Those who didn't freeze from shock managed to scatter into the horde, spreading fear among their ranks. The dragon glided over the battlefield, dipping here and there, before unleashing death. Screams broke out from those who found themselves in the dragon’s clutches, its claws reducing their bodies to a pulp.

      Thundering feet reverberated in Asher’s ears, telling him of Thallan’s recovery. The elf’s ragged breaths grew louder and the Darkakin who didn't get out of his way were thrown aside. The ranger knew exactly where his broadsword was and he flicked the hilt up with his foot and caught it mid-air.

      “He has a Vi’tari blade,” Gideon said, his tone questioning and concerned all at once. “Leave him to me.”

      Asher couldn't get the look of disbelief off his face. “Who the hell are you?”

      Gideon strode towards Thallan. “I’m the last Dragorn…”

      Asher had no idea what the young man was talking about, or what a Vi’tari blade was, but his confidence couldn't be denied. The ranger followed him into battle only to be hindered by Darkakin, most of whom looked to be fleeing the direction of the dragon. As Gideon and Thallan collided with a grace Asher had never seen before, he was forced to run his sword through the belly of a savage and drive the man to the ground. There was always more waiting for him when he got back up, but every clash of his broadsword was drowned out by the exquisite Vi’tari blades. Theirs was a duel of real power.

      Any who attempted to blindside the young man was met with a fierce response. Somehow, Gideon managed to fight Thallan and slay Darkakin at the same time, often combining his unique style of fighting with magic. Asher did all he could to get closer, hoping to be of some assistance in putting Thallan down permanently, but the Darkakin were never in short supply.

      A group of Graycoats slipped through the elves and joined Asher’s fight against what had felt like his own personal cluster of Darkakin. It was only after the horde was thinned that the ranger caught the scent of Ned Fennick among the knights. For once the man was covered in blood and sweat, proving that he did actually know how to fight. Asher offered the knight a sneer while plunging his broadsword into a fallen Darkakin. Fennick hesitated, unsure if he was about to enter into a fight he couldn't survive, but as usual, the coward turned and ran, pushing his way back into the safety of the elven numbers.

      As the sun hit the field, Asher cut down the last savage standing between him and Gideon. The display was magnificent, his senses creating the perfect image of the fighters. Colour shot out of the flashes and sparks flew through the air, each dancing around the other, parrying and striking hard. Gideon arched his back, evading a decapitating swipe, and dropped to one knee when Thallan thrust his green scimitar at the younger man’s chest. Asher moved to intervene, but Gideon met the point of the emerald scimitar with his open palm and stopped the thrust an inch from his skin. There was no human, especially his age, who could wield enough magic to stop Thallan Tassariӧn’s blade mid-strike.

      The ranger could only look on, unable to make sense of Gideon Thorn or the dragon who accompanied him. Without a wand or staff, this human kept death at bay with sheer will. Asher could taste the sweat dripping down Thallan’s temples now, his exertion palpable.

      “Who is that?” Reyna emerged from the battle bloodied and covered in dirt. The elven army had almost encapsulated them, allowing for a moment of peace.

      Faylen and Nathaniel cut their way through, dropping savages left and right between them until they were all together again. Collectively, they were battered, bruised, and covered with blood. Asher’s nose could distinguish between their blood and that of their enemies and was happy to find that none bore a mortal wound. They watched, exhausted, as the battle of wills raged on between Gideon and Thallan, enthralled by the exhibit of strength. Thallan continued to push his emerald blade with all of his might, and as hard as it was to believe, that might was equal to the resistance Gideon pushed back with, keeping the scimitar an inch from his palm.

      With enviable speed, Gideon moved his hand and spun around, allowing Thallan to carry his thrust forward into nothing but air. The Dragorn, as he had called himself, came back around and drove his elbow into the elf’s face before tapping Thallan’s sword-hand under the wrist with his scimitar. The general staggered back and Gideon caught the emerald blade with his free hand. Asher stepped forward as he perceived Gideon’s next move, unbelieving as he was.

      Thallan cried out when his own blade plunged through his gut and up into his chest.

      Asher was the first to detect the building energy inside of the elf, a force strong enough to crack stone. Gideon pulled the scimitar free and casually walked away, unaware of what was about to happen.

      “Get away from him!” Reyna yelled.

      Gideon was examining the emerald blade when the first rays of light began to glow from within Thallan’s wound. His eyes lost their golden hue, replaced by blinding, white light. To Asher it was perceived as warmth, leaving him the only one not shielding his eyes. Thallan had already collapsed to his knees, the magic of his death pulling in the air and dirt around him, ready for the inevitable implosion. It was what came after the implosion that had Asher pushing Reyna and Faylen back.

      “Ilargo!” Gideon shouted.

      Flapping wings blew Asher’s greying hair across his face, but the ranger didn't need eyes to see the dragon that dropped out of the sky. Without touching the ground, the dragon snatched Thallan and shot into the air, blowing away everything that wasn't strapped down. After only a moment in the air, the dragon released Thallan and flew in a different direction, leaving the elf to fall into the Darkakin.

      The explosion was just as spectacular as the ones which had consumed Thallan’s brothers and sister, only this time his death took a hundred savages with him. The shockwave swept over them all, knocking those closest to the ground. Gideon raised his hand and the wave expanded over an invisible shield he erected around them all.

      “He was one of the Hand!” the young man said with excitement. His energetic tone sounded foreign to Asher’s ears.

      “Who are you?” Faylen asked with tears in her eyes.

      Reyna was still staring into the sky, following the dragon.

      Asher missed the introductions, his senses detecting an absence of sound and air not too far from their position. He tilted his head, pushing his every sense to understand what he was picking up across the field. Then it disappeared, or collapsed rather. That told him everything he needed to know and he turned to face the direction of the portal.

      “Valanis…” Asher announced the dark elf’s name, turning every head.

      The ranger’s hand naturally reached for Paldora’s gem, clutching it tightly inside its pouch. He wasn't ready. Using the gem for a matter of seconds on Alidyr had left him with an empty feeling inside that had yet to subside, as if a part of him had already died. It would take more than a few seconds, and an exertion of will he didn't have, to defeat Valanis.

      But they would all die if he didn't…

      Valanis stood alone, surrounded by elven warriors. His heart rate was steady, its every beat like thunder in the ranger’s ears. Heavy cloth flapped around his legs and the sound of a billowing hood flapped against the iron mask he wore. Asher frowned when he tasted the unique metal on the air, leading his senses to the thirteen giant spears that floated beside Valanis.

      The elves surrounding him kept their distance, but their whispers couldn't escape Asher’s ears. They were afraid. A ring had naturally formed around Valanis, a vacuum of uncertainty. No one had seen the dark elf for a thousand years and none knew of his true power. Asher had witnessed the fall of Paldora’s star and the collapse of Syla’s Gate. There was no uncertainty as far as the ranger was concerned.

      Before Asher could reach Valanis, the ring of elves dashed away, parting to allow enough space for a dragon to land. And land it did. The ground shook under its four mighty claws and a roar, unlike anything Asher had ever heard, created pandemonium, scattering both armies. The Darkakin shrieked and recoiled across the battlefield. The elves kept their nerve but most backed away with their glass shields raised and scimitars ready. Like Valanis, the dragons had been left to myth for a thousand years and no one knew what to expect.

      “ILARGO!” Gideon ran past Asher. “NO!”

      The ranger ran to keep up, though Gideon’s speed was more comparable to that of an elf. Asher barged through the elves, who had lost much of their formation now, and laid eyes on a legendary confrontation. Ilargo, the dragon, sprung on Valanis and brought its jaw of razor-sharp teeth down on top of the elf. The dragon wasn't as big as Asher had imagined it to be, but its maw was still large enough to engulf a full grown person whole.

      Despite their lack of contact, Valanis held his hands high and stopped Ilargo from tearing him in half. The air between the dark elf’s hands and the dragon’s jaws rippled with magic, the two pushing against the other. Ilargo wriggled his head trying to find another angle to come down on Valanis, but his hands continued to keep teeth at bay.

      “Ilargo!” Gideon was only feet away from Valanis when the dark elf threw his hands down, dragging Ilargo’s head with them as if he had hooks in the dragon’s scales. Its horned head smashed into the young man and sent him tumbling through the mud and blood.

      Ilargo roared defiantly and came back at Valanis. Asher looked for a way in, but this wasn't a fight he could survive, especially with a dragon thrashing about. The ranger spent most of his time being jostled by elves, who only seemed to move for Reyna and Faylen.

      “Asher!” Nathaniel called, his arm reaching for the ranger’s shoulder through the crowd.

      Asher edged closer until he could see Valanis again. The dragon came at him time and time again, but the dark elf waved his arms and threw chomping jaws away. There wasn't enough room for Ilargo to swing about and lash out with his tail, a manoeuvre that would certainly claim the lives of many elves. Instead, the dragon did what was expected of all dragons. Asher moved back with the elves before the fire could leave Ilargo’s mouth and torch them all. The torrent, however, went no further than Valanis, who held out his hand and stopped the fire in its tracks. The edges of his shield were clearly defined, the surface licked by burning flames. Still, his heartbeat remained steady.

      The dark elf brought up his free hand and clapped both together, locking Ilargo’s jaws shut. The fire ceased immediately and the dragon shook its head in distress. Gideon was back on his feet now and sprinting towards Valanis with his gleaming scimitar in hand. His threatening appearance didn't faze the dark elf and he waved his hand out, casting a spell Asher had never seen over the young man. Gideon suddenly went from running as fast as he could to moving in slow motion. Valanis turned his focus on the dragon again, whose distress had become disorientation by the looks of it. The dark elf drew in his arms and formed a ball of energy and colourful light. Asher could hear the magic crackling and sucking in the air around it.

      Then Valanis thrust his arms out and let go.

      The spell struck Ilargo in the chest and launched him back. The dragon’s tumble was dramatic and exaggerated by its incredible girth. Ilargo’s bulk spelled doom for any and all fighting behind him, but Asher’s attention was on Gideon, who had been thrown back at the exact same moment, though his tumble was far less dangerous for those around him.

      Valanis laughed with a voice that didn't sound quite human. “This is the awakening I felt? A whelp for a Dragorn and pup for a dragon?”

      Asher sprung, along with the elves in front of him, and charged at Valanis. More than two dozen blades were pointed at the dark elf and he didn't flinch or make any move to defend himself. That thunderous, steady heartbeat rang in Asher’s ears.

      It was only when the elves were within a few feet that Valanis unleashed his magic upon them. The dark elf’s hands raked through the air as if he were swiping at his prey like a bear. Every rake of his hands dragged souls from bodies and reduced the flesh inside their armour to ash. White armour and blue cloaks fell to the floor, their inhabitants wiped away in a cloud of black powder. The elves were killed in droves, leaving Valanis to stand alone, surrounded by a circle of ash and empty armour.

      When their screams died away, only Asher remained.

      When the elves finally understood that attacking Valanis meant certain death, they halted their attack. Asher now stood before the dark elf, clearly immune to the destructive magic. Valanis thrust his hands out again and again but Asher remained standing, his broadsword resting by his side. With everyone watching, Valanis stood up straight and let his arms rest.

      “You…” he hissed.

      “Me…” Asher replied, emboldened to know that even with the shard of Paldora’s gem, Valanis’ magic was useless against him.

      The ranger took in everything he could of his surroundings, making certain that Reyna, Nathaniel, and Faylen were well behind the elven lines. It seemed he was the only one stupid enough to confront Valanis. The giant spears continued to float at his side, their silvyr tips easy to identify. Asher considered those spears, aware that his immunity to magic didn't take into account a giant piece of metal that Valanis could hurtle at him with the flick of a finger.

      Without wasting another second, Asher exploded with a burst of energy, closing the gap between them. His broadsword came down hard but found nothing but the ground. His second swipe would have cleaved a man’s head from his body, but there was nothing but air to cut through. Valanis was too close now to strike with the blade, leaving Asher to lash out with the pommel. The dark elf whipped his hand out and gripped the hilt, his strength undeniable. It quickly reminded Asher that under the heavy cloak and iron mask, he faced an elf.

      Valanis took him by the neck and lifted until Asher’s feet left the ground. “How can a creature so small and insignificant cause so much trouble?”

      Asher’s hand went for the gem, his fingers fumbling around the pouch. He had no idea what he was going to do, only that he had to do it. He could feel its rough edges through the fabric, but his lack of air prevented him from thinking straight and he couldn't open it.

      A shadow overcame them both and the ground shook again. Ilargo dropped out of the sky with a deafening roar, causing Valanis to let go of Asher to face the dragon. Before the ranger could find his feet again, half a dozen hands gripped him by the arms and waist and yanked him away from the dark elf. He fought to break free and challenge Valanis, but the elves who had grabbed him were far stronger and before he knew it, he had been swallowed by their ranks.

      “Keep him back!” King Elym commanded.

      Asher stopped struggling and turned to face the king of elves. Even with the blindfold on he was able to convey his irritation.

      “You think I don't know who you are?” Elym stood over him. “You think I don't know what you possess?” The king glanced at the pouch secured to Asher’s belt. “Keep him away from Valanis!”

      More hands tugged at Asher’s leather armour, pulling him away. In the distance, Ilargo roared in pain before being flung aside again. Asher’s acute hearing couldn't miss the sound of more elves falling to the dark one. Their screams were distorted in the moment they were reduced to burning ash.

      “LOOK!” came a call from various places across the battlefield.

      Asher tilted his head, assessing every sense while his mind put the whole image together. The ranger ceased his struggling and stood up straight, noting that the elves who surrounded him had also been captivated by the sky.

      A host of dragons descended from the heavens on bat-like wings with breaths of fire. The bulk of some showed Ilargo to indeed be a pup, by comparison, their mighty claws hammering the ground and tearing up soil. A new kind of chaos reigned over the battlefield, as dragons crushed, burned, and froze the Darkakin by the hundreds. The smaller dragons swept over the field and picked up a savage in every claw, dragging them along the tops of the horde and finally releasing them from a great height. The heat from the fire the larger ones breathed rushed over Asher and the elves with the scent of burning flesh.

      A pair of wings flapped close by and Ilargo took to the sky with Gideon astride. Asher wished he could have seen the sight with his eyes. They gained height and evaded the destructive spells Valanis flung after them, but the dark elf was soon occupied with bigger problems. A dragon, three times the size of Ilargo, landed directly in front of the dark elf and immediately engulfed him in flames. The torrent blew for some time, allowing for more dragons to drop down and add their own breath to the furnace. The elves had scattered now, leaving the dragons to their work while they tended to the Darkakin, who had no idea what to do. The Hand was gone and Valanis was concealed within a tornado of fire, leaving the savages to their chaotic ways.

      More dragons continued to drop from the sky and add their number to those assaulting Valanis. The ground was scorched and the armour of the fallen elves had been melted to slag. Every time a dragon stopped to take a breath, another would take up the slack and drown Valanis in his own personal hell.

      Reyna emerged with Faylen and Nathaniel in tow. “What are they doing?” the princess asked.

      Judging by the direction of her voice, Asher could tell she wasn't asking about the dragons attacking Valanis. Whatever it was must have been taking place some distance away, as Asher couldn't comprehend anything but dragon fire and death, which was currently taking place on a scale he had never witnessed before.

      “They’re going to bring it down…” Nathaniel replied.

      Asher tilted his head towards Velia and focused. The ranger wasn't one for gasping, but his jaw did drop. In the distance, two dragons were clawing and biting at the foundations of one of the colossal statues that loomed over them all. Asher turned back to Valanis, his mind quickly trying to calculate speed and distance.

      “We need to get everybody clear!” Faylen ran for the patch of field where Velians, Graycoats, and elves were fighting side-by-side.

      An ear-piercing roar echoed over the battlefield, turning every head to Valanis. The dark elf was still concealed within a storm of fire, but one of the dragons flopped to the side and collapsed with a giant spear protruding from its skull. More spears hurtled out of the flames in every direction, plunging through dragon scales with ease. The great beasts roared in anger, but most succumbed to the spears and fell dead. It wasn't long before there weren't enough flames to hide Valanis, who appeared untouched by the fire. The dark elf swept his hands out, every gesture carrying another spear into the sky.

      There were more screams when a particularly massive dragon took a spear to the side and fell from the sky. The ground shook and a shockwave of dirt blew across the armies, almost knocking Asher off his feet. Faylen, Reyna, and Nathaniel were crying out, warning any and all who could hear them.

      The sound of stone cracking in the distance caught the ranger’s attention. The dragons had finally freed one of the kings of old from their perch atop the wall. The dragons attacking Valanis took to the skies as swiftly as their wings would take them. Hundreds had run from the strip of land that was about to be buried under a thousand tons of stone, but there were still many who had yet to flee. The wind blew hard when the colossal statue fell through the air, pushed forward by enormous dragons. Valanis let fly the last of his spears and impaled another dragon through the mouth, killing it instantly.

      Reyna used magic to push Nathaniel out of the statue’s path, leaving herself and Faylen to dive at the last second. Asher pulled as many of the injured away from the overbearing shadow, but he still heard the terrified screams of Ned Fennick, who had made the mistake of running west instead of north or south. His fate was sealed now.

      The ancient king toppled into the land with more force than any dragon had achieved, cloaking them all in a cloud of dust as thick as soup. The king’s head hit the spot where Valanis had been standing, striking the ground like a hammer on anvil. Ned Fennick and many others were crushed beneath the stone, but Asher’s senses picked up what none could have seen in the mayhem.

      One survived...

      Valanis had disappeared through a portal before death could claim him. Asher searched the battlefield with his senses, sure that the dark elf would appear somewhere else. All he found was dragons slaughtering Darkakin. With no cover, the savages had no escape from the fire and ice that chased them away from Velia’s walls.

      The tide was turning.
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      Within seconds of jumping onto Ilargo’s back, the raging battle around Gideon dropped away until there was nothing but a sea of black and white dots, outlined with red. The elves had pushed the Darkakin back and the Velians had spread out to the wings of the battlefield, keeping the savages clustered and at the mercy of the immortals.

      You’re not breathing properly…

      It’s my… chest.

      Gideon could only hold onto Ilargo with one hand as his other was flat against his chest. The spell Ilargo had taken to his underbelly had definitely broken a rib or two inside the Dragorn. With his clutching hand, Gideon poured healing magic into the bone and muscle, calling on the dragon’s natural healing ability to speed up the process.

      Ilargo tilted and Gideon caught sight of the dragons’ assault on Valanis. The dark elf was trapped within a ball of fire and wrath. As soon as Rainael and the others arrived, their anger had almost bubbled over into the Dragorn. They saw Valanis as the one responsible for Garganafan’s sacrifice a millennia ago. Revenge felt odd to Gideon, as if it were an emotion the dragons were above, but right now they poured their fury into the dark elf.

      From his lofty view, it became clear that the Darkakin were doomed. There was no escape or shelter that could hide them from the dozens of dragons who swarmed overhead.

      Who was that blind man?

      I have no idea, Gideon replied.

      He challenged Valanis and lived.

      More than that. He was immune to Valanis’s attacks. Gideon had seen the spells cast by the dark elf wash over the blind man like water over rock.

      Who are they? Ilargo asked with some alarm.

      Gideon instinctively knew where the dragon was looking and he turned to face the western horizon, away from Velia. The green fields hadn't quite found their colour in the dawn yet, but those charging on horseback certainly wore the green and yellow of Lirian. The force they had sent wasn't nearly as large as the masses sprawled out before Velia, but they would prevent any retreat on the Darkakins’ behalf.

      They’re allies of Velia! The warriors of Lirian have just sealed our enemies fate.

      The Darkakin were being killed by the hundreds now, boxed in and under the shadow of Verda’s greatest predators. Vorgraf the mountain child, an offspring of Garganafan himself, had landed in the middle of the savages, using his hulking weight and mighty tail to flatten them. His breath was that of ice and it took life as quickly as any fire breather.

      The bond Gideon shared with Ilargo was constantly probed by other dragons in a bid to discover the whereabouts of Adriel and Galandavax, who were both notably absent. The pair had decided to keep their fate to themselves, for now, offering no distractions. Rainael’s voice was much harder to keep out, however, since her bond with Ilargo was almost as strong as his own. Her entire question came across as more of an impression and the Dragorn just knew what she had asked.

      They think Adriel has gone to find Kaliban…

      Gideon removed his hand from his chest, satisfied with his ability to hold a deep breath now. The young mage felt through the dark, red leather of his jacket and gripped the outline of The Veil.

      Keep them out. We need to focus on Valanis.

      I think Emenar and Beldroga are taking care of Valanis.

      Again, Gideon knew where to look to see what Ilargo was referring to. Beldroga the great hunter was hanging off the Velian outer wall, clawing and biting at the stone beneath one of the colossal statues. The dragon adjusted his position and whipped his tail around to smash a hole big enough to fit his head inside. Fire erupted from his mouth, almost engulfing Beldroga, and worked to melt the stone supporting the king of old.

      Are they really going to do that?

      It would kill Valanis with a single blow, Ilargo replied.

      Gideon could see the logic, but that statue would take the lives of so many more. It was too late to do anything now though, as the stone cracked from bottom to top until even the king’s crown broke. Emenar the golden one flew around the city, banking through the sky to turn about and collide with the back of the ancient king.

      A distant roar echoed from below and filled Gideon with dread. It hadn't been a rallying cry or a shout of rage, but one of pain and suffering. Ilargo banked to the right in a sharp downward turn and brought Valanis back into view. Dolvosari the storm maker lay dead with a giant spear sticking out of his thick skull. His death rippled across the bond and elicited defiant roars from across the battlefield. Vorgraf charged through the Darkakin horde, taking little care of the elves who were forced to dive out of his way. The massive dragon took up Dolvosari’s place and added his icy breath to the torrent swirling around Valanis.

      More spears were launched out of the inferno.

      Every spear found a victim and brought down a dragon, each death a stab in Gideon’s heart. There was a part of him now that knew every dragon intimately, even if he hadn't met them. Most were older than Ilargo, but two that were younger took a spear in their side. The Dragorn gripped Ilargo a little tighter, fighting the urge to have them both fly away and ensure Ilargo didn't suffer the same fate.

      We must hold - Ilargo kept his words to himself and twisted his body, narrowly missing a giant spear.

      Gideon ducked down, hearing the metal tip whistle over his head and fly into the sky. At least that’s one less spear to kill a dragon, he thought. The spear still managed to catch Ilargo’s tail, chipping the hardened point at the end.

      Vorgraf the mountain child took a spear to the joint where his front leg met his chest. It wasn't enough to slay the dragon, but he was forced to back away from Valanis, who’s dark figure was momentarily revealed within the fire. Gideon could see from his vantage that the dark elf had erected a shield to protect him, but the power to keep seven dragons at bay must be phenomenal. The Dragorn considered his own magical abilities, all of which had increased dramatically, and didn't believe he could achieve the same feat.

      It’s coming down! Ilargo warned.

      The king of old finally gave way, its foundations reduced to fragments and its bulk pushed forwards by Emenar. It was a sight to behold from the sky, he could only imagine how terrifying it looked from the ground. The statue thundered into the ground with a resounding boom that shook the world. Valanis and everyone around the old king were instantly concealed within a fog of dust and dirt.

      A wave of elation rushed through every dragon and they shared a victory roar. They had defeated the dark elf and ended The Dark War once and for all!

      Adilandra had been right; the dragons were the only thing that could save Verda from his reign. The cost had been high. Several dragons, young and ancient, had been slain in the battle. The number of elves lying dead beneath them must have been in the hundreds if not thousands and the Velian casualties would take days to count, not to mention the damage done to the city. The Darkakin had already started to scatter in a westerly direction, but the Lirians formed a wall of spears and swords that halted their retreat.

      I have found Adilandra and Galanӧr! Ilargo announced excitedly.

      Take me to them! Gideon held his breath as Ilargo tucked in his wings and dived for the ground.

      It was impossible to say where the pair had been dropped off, but they had fought their way deep into the heart of the Darkakin. Gideon instructed Ilargo to make a dramatic landing, clearing a space in front of the queen of elves. The dragon killed half a dozen as his feet hit the ground and he followed the landing up with a column of fire. The savages ran from the sight of Ilargo and gave Gideon enough time to jump off without having to kill anyone.

      Ilargo charged ahead, chasing the Darkakin in the same way a dog might chase birds. The space left behind by the dragon revealed Adilandra, a dancing wraith of fury. Spells of every kind sprouted from her palms and blasted the savages into oblivion. Lightning exploded from one hand, delivering instant death to the three Darkakin on her left, while her right hand flung half a dozen into the air. Casting such different spells from both palms was hard for any human mage, but her speed would never be matched.

      Galanӧr was just as easy to find; the warrior-elf was never surrounded long enough to be hidden from sight. His twin scimitars were extensions of his arms and they never stopped moving. No more than a single strike was ever required to bring down his opponent.

      “You’re late,” Gideon called before dashing right then left, dispatching two stray Darkakin.

      Galanӧr twirled about, slitting the throats of three Darkakin in the same move. The elf puffed out his chest and smiled at Gideon, content as always to be in the middle of a fight.

      “You Illian folk sure know how to throw a welcome party!” he called back.

      It felt good to laugh, even in the middle of a battle and surrounded by enemies. There was fear in the eyes of those encircling them, but the savages believed as animals did that numbers counted for everything. With Galanӧr by his side and a Vi’tari blade in his hand, it only took them a minute to prove the Darkakin wrong. Man and elf fell into a synchronized dance, a feat they couldn't have accomplished if Gideon had not been wielding Mournblade. The Vi’tari blade kept him at pace with Galanӧr and even allowed him to save the elf from stray swords to the back. The last of the savage group turned and ran, only to find Adilandra waiting for them. Magic was the death of them, her spells inescapable.

      As the last of them burst apart, the queen stepped forward. “It’s good to see you again, Gideon.”

      Gideon’s reply was on the edge of his lips when, out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed a pale figure tear through the Darkakin ranks and leap over the dead. By the time Gideon turned his whole head, the pale figure was already in the air and coming down on Adilandra with a cleaver-like sword. It wasn't the first time the Dragorn had laid eyes on the albino Darkakin. This particular savage had been in The Goddess’ bedchamber during their rescue attempt of Adilandra’s elven friends. The albino had beaten her and decapitated the queen’s companion right there in front of her. Of course, Adilandra had been drugged at the time, reduced to a shade of herself.

      That was no longer the case.

      The pale Darkakin intended to cut the queen down the middle, coming down hard with both hands on his cleaver. Adilandra whipped her arm up and caught the Overlord mid-flight, suspending him with magic. The savage struggled to move but not a single muscle so much as twitched. Adilandra flicked her finger and the cleaver flew from his hands, out of sight.

      “Overlord Kett…” she purred.

      Gideon witnessed pure hatred flash across Adilandra’s eyes. The Dragorn knew she was about to kill the man very slowly and painfully. Kett deserved everything he was about to experience, but Gideon just couldn't allow anyone to die in such a way. He made to take a step, only to find Galanӧr’s hand reaching out and halting him in his tracks. The elf shook his head, keeping the Dragorn rooted to the spot. Adilandra needed this…

      Floating before them, Overlord Kett squirmed as the veins under his skin bulged and his eyes turned red. The albino’s limbs were held tight by his side, every muscle tensed. The red tattoos that lined his skin began to smoke and the edges glowed with red-hot ash. He screamed when the queen burned every tattoo from his kin, revealing the charred muscle beneath.

      “Adilandra…” Gideon could only take so much.

      The queen of elves didn't even glance back at him. The elf flexed her fingers and Kett experienced more pain.

      “Adilandra!” Gideon was moment’s away from pushing Galanӧr aside and intervening.

      The queen scrunched her hand and twisted it in the air. Kett’s chest puffed out once and he grunted one last time before his white chest took on a purple hue. Adilandra dropped him to the ground and stared at his dead body, the hatred still blazing in her eyes.

      “It is done…” she whispered.

      When, at last, she turned back to them, her eyes were glassy, but there was no sign of any hatred or fury. There was a degree of shame there, that much was clear to see. Perhaps now, he thought, she could let go of that feral nature that had plagued her for so long.

      Adilandra found her smile and offered it to them both. “It is good to see you, Gideon.”

      The Dragorn nodded absently, unsure what to say.

      “How has this happened?” Galanӧr asked thankfully, his eyes cast over the elves fighting around them.

      “It wasn't me,” Gideon answered. “They were already allies when I arrived. Maybe their hate of the Darkakin drove them to an alliance.”

      “Unlikely,” Adilandra stated. “My husband would not pause his invasion for this…”

      “Well,” Gideon added in a lighter tone, “at least they’re not fighting each other. Now that we’re here, we can make sure it stays that way.”

      “It’s a shame we couldn't have arrived together.” Galanӧr planted a hand on Gideon’s shoulder. “I would have loved to fly into battle with you. That would have got my name into the history books.”

      Gideon’s smile couldn't quite reach his eyes. “Oh, I think you’ll have your own chapter. I'm sorry we couldn't meet you.” It was a struggle to keep the sorrow out of his tone.

      Adilandra appeared to pick up on it, however. “Where is Adriel?”

      Gideon was saved from answering when the ground shook behind him. The impact was too heavy to be Ilargo. The hot breath on his neck had him turning around slowly, but he already knew who it was when Ilargo came bounding over, sharing his knowledge. Rainael the emerald star stood over them, her green scales coated with blood. Fresh holes had been poked through the membranes of her wings where swords and arrows had found their way through. Her blue eyes bored into Gideon as she lowered her head. More dragons landed around them, scorching the earth and driving the Darkakin away.

      Where are Adriel and Galandavax? the queen of dragons asked pointedly.

      Gideon glanced at Ilargo before the two of them opened up their minds to Rainael. All of their memories since leaving Malaysai flooded into her mind. The queen snorted and lifted her head when she witnessed the events within Mount Garganafan. As he shared Adriel’s last moments and Ilargo shared Galandavax’s, every dragon over Velia roared into the sky, only this time it wasn't one of victory.

      “What’s happening?” Galanӧr asked.

      Gideon turned to his friends. “Adriel and Galandavax perished in Ayda.”

      “What?” Adilandra frowned. “How?”

      The explanation was on the end of Gideon’s tongue when a mighty cheer erupted across the entire field. Elves and Velians alike raised their swords into the air and roared as the dragons had. Looking around, there were no more Darkakin to the east, with the bulk of their dark army scattering into the west and north. Velia was safe. Rainael growled one last time at the memories Gideon had imparted to her before she lifted her head to the sky and called on all her kin. The Dragorn heard her commands clearly, ordering the rest of the dragons to hunt down the fleeing Darkakin.

      Gideon made to move but Ilargo stepped in front.

      My mother does not command us anymore.

      Gideon watched Rainael the emerald star glance at Ilargo before taking off into the sky, his claim unchallenged. It should have felt freeing, but Gideon suddenly felt just as alone as when Adriel died. As the first of a new order, they had been cut off from the rest of the host.

      Adilandra was still looking at him questioningly, curious as to how Adriel, a powerful Dragorn could have been killed in what to them seemed a simple retrieval mission. Gideon wanted to explain but it didn't feel right amid the chaos of a battlefield. Besides, he had the greatest errand of all still to complete.

      “I’ll explain everything when I get back,” he said.

      “Get back?” Galanӧr echoed. “We just got here.”

      Gideon patted The Veil inside his jacket. “I need to destroy it…”

      Adilandra’s eyes focused on his chest. “You found it, The Veil.”

      “You may have found The Veil,” Galanӧr said, “but how will you find Kaliban? It’s cold up in the mountains, too cold even for a dragon to go hunting. It’s a needle in a haystack.”

      “We’ll find it,” Gideon replied with the most determined voice he could muster. “We have to.”

      You need rest. Ilargo’s tone was almost that of an order.

      You don't, so I don't.

      Ilargo snorted and took off into the sky, a display of stubbornness. Gideon sighed, aware that he would never coax the dragon back down, not until he had rested. Now that he thought about it, his limbs ached and his stomach growled with incredible hunger.

      “Perhaps it wouldn't be the worst thing to formulate a better plan…” he said, watching Ilargo hunt down stray Darkakin in the distance.

      Many of the Velians and elves sat down wherever they stood, exhausted and injured. Those that remained on the periphery of the battle had enough energy to assist the wounded. The battlefield was littered with sporadic patches of fire and ice and no end of bodies. How the Velians were going to shift the fallen king was beyond Gideon. It would take years to break it all down and move the smaller pieces. Perhaps the mages of Korkanath would help, since they were absent from the battle.

      “Come then.” Adilandra made for the city. “I would find somewhere more suitable and hear of your journey.”

      Gideon sheathed Mournblade and fell in beside the queen of elves. As they headed toward the gates, he noticed the elves around them taking note of the pair he walked with. The Dragorn couldn't be sure how famous Galanӧr was among his people, but Adilandra was their queen. To them, she had been missing for just over four years and now here she was, treading over the same dead bodies, covered in the blood of their enemies. Murmurs and whispers broke out around them, though none approached and the queen did her best to ignore it all.

      “Wait,” Gideon steered them to the north, where he had slain Thallan.

      The jade scimitar was standing in the dirt where he had dropped it. The blade’s shape and style were similar to Mournblade but the hilt had been decorated in black and the steel turned green. With tentative fingers, Gideon pulled it free of the earth and examined the scimitar up close. It was exquisite, much like his own, only it was the feeling he got from holding it that revealed the truth of the blade. In his hand, it felt identical to Mournblade, as if he were only partially in control of it.

      “That’s Thallan Tassariӧn’s blade,” Adilandra said.

      “I know,” Gideon replied. “I killed him with it.”

      “You killed one of the Hand?” Galanӧr asked excitedly.

      Gideon was more concerned with the scimitar itself. “This is a Vi’tari blade. Was Thallan a Dragorn?”

      “No,” Adilandra answered. “The original story is that Valanis took it from a fallen Dragorn. Using dark magic, he twisted the spells cast over the Vi’tari and gifted it to Thallan. Where once it only served a Dragorn, it now serves any who wield it.”

      Gideon looked back at the scimitar, suddenly aware of what he was holding. “This is too dangerous to be left for any to claim.”

      “As a Dragorn, its fate is yours to decide.” Adilandra left Gideon with her words, continuing their walk back to the city.

      Galanӧr walked away and crouched over a fallen elf. “Forgive me, sister.” He relieved her body of the empty scimitar scabbard. “Put it in here for now.”

      Gideon sheathed the blade and tied it over his back. His first thought had been to consult with Adriel or even Rainael, but he was on his own now.

      You know that isn't true. Ilargo’s voice rang clearly in his mind. Besides, I know what we can do with the blade.

      Gideon felt Ilargo sifting through his memories until they were both thinking about Korkanath. The image of the school faded to black and Gideon realised he was imaging the cave system underneath the island. Malliath’s old lair…

      Perfect! Maybe I will keep you around.

      Somewhere out of sight, Ilargo batted three Darkakin away with his tail, emphasising his response.

      “Where’s Malliath?” Gideon asked.

      Galanӧr took on his own sorrowful tone. “After they razed Gravosai, he left.”

      “He just left?” Gideon looked at the elf incredulously.

      “Flew west. He’s probably somewhere south of Syla’s Gate by now.”

      “But why? Why would he leave?” Gideon couldn't understand why any dragon would willingly abandon the bond they all shared.

      Galanӧr dropped his head. “He didn't belong with them anymore. What he’d become… I don't think he could come back from that.”

      There was more to the elf’s words than a simple explanation for Malliath’s self-exile, but Gideon decided to leave it with him for now. Whatever Galanӧr was going through, he would talk about it in his own time, which for the first point in their journey together, they finally had an abundance of. Valanis had been defeated and the Darkakin were being wiped from the face of Verda. On top of it all, an unlikely alliance had been found between humanity and elves.

      There was still hard times to come and his errand would not be complete until Atilan and his lot were trapped beyond this realm forever. But for now, Gideon allowed himself a moment’s peace...
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      Adilandra deliberately walked ahead of Gideon and Galanӧr, hoping somehow that she might take back control of the turmoil that raged inside of her. Adriel was dead. Valanis was dead. The dragons had finally returned, a vision she had dreamed of for more years than she could count. All of this ran through her head, as well as the fact that for the first time in a thousand years, the queen felt Illian’s soil under her feet. The realm of her ancestors and the land her own parents had called home was… cold. Winter was coming and the trees were retreating, but more than that, Adilandra looked around and saw only death. Elym had promised her for years that it would feel like returning home. It didn't. This wasn't her home and recent revelations proved it had never been hers to begin with.

      Illian belonged to man.

      Bubbling under all that, Adilandra was fighting to bury her memories of captivity. Killing Overlord Kett brought it all back. The queen told herself that it was done with now. The Goddess would be dead by now, Kett was gone, the beast, Krenorak, had been butchered by Lӧrvana and Malaysai had been reduced to ashes. By the time the dragons were finished here, all of the Darkakin would fall into history.

      How long would it be before she could give it all up to history?

      For years Adilandra had been hunted through the south of Ayda by the savages. Those most loyal and faithful had died following her on that quest, a quest that she didn't fulfil. It had been Gideon and Galanӧr who discovered Dragons’ Reach and brought the dragons back into the light. She had been left to suffer for it. The drugs, the arena, the Darkakin parties and nights in The Goddess’ bedchamber… She had gone through it all with the belief that Atilan and the gods were with her. That strength had proven false.

      Adilandra’s whole world had unravelled over the last four years. Her faith had served her for so long, keeping her steady when her husband turned their people against the gods. He may have been right, she thought, but he was wrong about everything else. The only thing Adilandra could take away from her time among the Darkakin, was the knowledge that her strength alone was all she needed. For too long she had resigned herself to being the wife of Elandril’s king. That would have to change…

      The chaos of the battlefield took on a whole new level of disorder the closer they got to the walls of Velia. The jagged gap, where the main gates had once sat, was crammed with people rushing in and out to try and help the wounded. It reminded her of the aftermath of the battle of Elethiah, a millennia ago. Of course, she had only been a child back then and didn't command the respect she received now. The elves packed around the entrance took a step back and dropped to one knee as they saw her. There was a time when Adilandra would have cared for her appearance in front of her subjects, but today, she felt proud to be counted among them, as a warrior.

      The effect rippled across those gathered until eventually, every elf was kneeling before her, leaving the Velians to look on in confusion. It also provided a perfect view of her daughter. Adilandra gasped as the first tears escaped her eyes and streaked down her cheeks. Reyna ran for her and the queen weaved between the kneeling warriors to meet her. They came together in a crushing embrace and Adilandra clutched at her daughter, refusing to let go. The scent of her hair was the sweetest thing she could imagine, leaving her to wonder how she had ever left Reyna in the first place.

      “I have missed you so much!” Adilandra whispered with joy.

      “How…” Reyna met her mother’s eyes. “How are you here? You left…”

      Adilandra smiled. “I came with them.” The queen looked up as Ilargo circled overhead.

      “You?” Reyna was stunned. “You found them…”

      “Not quite,” Adilandra replied. “Why do I get the feeling that you are responsible for this alliance?”

      Reyna beamed. “The gods are on our side.”

      Adilandra called on her many years as queen and maintained her smile. Faylen was waiting behind the princess when they finally stepped apart, their hands still clasped. Adilandra held out an arm and wrapped Faylen in her embrace, her oldest of friends.

      “You have done what I could not.” Adilandra blinked the tears from her eyes.

      “I would never abandon her,” Faylen said with tears of her own. “Just as I would never abandon you, My Lady.”

      Adilandra looked beyond Faylen, to the two men standing wearily behind a group of kneeling elves. The queen already knew them to be Asher and Nathaniel Galfrey, thanks to Ӧlli’s observations, but she felt, for now, it would be best to remain vague on the details.

      “We have so much to discuss!” She brushed Reyna’s cheek with her thumb, wiping a drop of blood away. The queen gestured for them to enter the city when another familiar face emerged from the crowd.

      “Adilandra…” Elym, the king of elves and her husband of eight hundred and fifty years stood in front of them.

      Adilandra hadn't been sure how she would greet him, wondering many times in her cell in Malaysai what she would say to him. Her love for him was undeniable; they had spent centuries together after all. But those golden days had come and gone long before Adilandra left in search of the dragons. The number of lovers they had both taken on towards the end had increased until they barely even shared a meal together. Thoughts of invasion, genocide, and revenge had claimed her husband’s mind for the last four decades, twisting the gentle soul she had fell in love with. More importantly, Elym had made decisions that damaged the soul of her people and tarnished the memory of their ancestors.

      The king made to embrace her but she held her ground and presented him with a stiff figure. Had he tried to hold her, Adilandra would have stopped him and he knew it. Elym glanced at the other elves around them, ensuring he didn't look the fool. There was still something of the elf she loved in there, that much could be seen in his eyes. The king was genuinely happy to see her, but in her heart, she knew it was too little too late.

      A man came striding through the mob, adorned in finery fit for a king, or at least a human king. His entourage certainly suggested he was royalty at the very least, surrounded as he was by Velian soldiers.

      “Generations will sing of these times!” he announced. “The first alliance of man and elf!” His words elicited a few cheers from the Velians. “Together we have defeated a common foe. Imagine what else we might accomplish together!”

      Elym tore his eyes from Adilandra, finally acknowledging the king of Velia. “King Rengar, may I introduce my wife, Queen Adilandra of House Sevari.”

      Adilandra heard her title but decided to keep her thoughts to herself… for now.

      “Your wife?” Rengar echoed, taking in the queen’s form from top to bottom with a critical eye.

      Tired of the attention, Adilandra stepped aside to reveal Gideon and Galanӧr. “Kings of Illian and Ayda, may I introduce Gideon Thorn, the first human Dragorn.”

      Elym’s face dropped, but it was Reyna’s expression that filled Adilandra with hope. The awe that lit up her daughter’s face was exactly what a Dragorn was meant to inspire. Their order was revered by her kin, heralded as heroes and peacekeepers. Gideon’s entire existence was proof that war between man and elf was futile, but more to the point, it was proof that they shared common traits. A dragon’s choice could never be questioned…

      “Impossible,” Elym said a little too loudly.

      A green dragon took that as his cue to drop out of the sky and land behind Gideon. The display was dramatic and perfectly timed. Everyone else took a few steps back, including King Rengar.

      “This is Ilargo.” Gideon thumbed over his shoulder. “He says, hello…”

      Adilandra was sure the dragon had said something else, observing what she considered to be a scowl on Ilargo’s face.

      “The term is familiar,” King Rengar said, his eyes fixed on Ilargo, “but I’m afraid I don't understand the implications.”

      Adilandra looked from Reyna to the king, her smile changing from one of affection to the smile of a diplomat. “Perhaps there is somewhere we could all talk?”

      “Aye!” came a cheer from behind the blue cloak of an elven warrior. “And maybe some ale too!”

      Adilandra found herself smiling at the sight of the first dwarf she had seen in a thousand years. At least with her own eyes. Doran son of Dorain had accompanied her daughter into The Arid Lands and fought beside her at Syla’s Gate. In the queen’s eyes, he was a hero and most welcome

      “I could do with a drink myself,” she added, attracting more than one confounded glare.
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      Valanis called on the shard of Paldora’s gem, funnelling all of its power into himself in a bid to control the magic of Naius. Having the strength of a god trapped inside his body, the dark elf’s life was one of push and pull. At least seven dragons surrounded him, enclosing him inside a storm of fire, and while his shield held the deadliest of flames at bay, the power of Naius tempted him to use more. Valanis could feel the ebb and flow of the magic and knew he had more to give, but he also knew it would pull at his life force, leaving him vulnerable to fits.

      Right now, keeping the dragons from roasting him alive was the only balance he could find. Naius screamed in his ear to use more, the god’s voice the only thing that carried over the roar of the flames. The heat was almost unbearable, but the light was blinding, forcing Valanis to keep his eyes shut.

      Kill them! Naius commanded. Use my power!

      The god of magic planted the image of the silvyr-tipped spears in his mind, reminding him that they lay at his feet.

      You’re losing this battle, Paldora hissed.

      Valanis thought of the title he had been offered. The god of war should have no trouble slaying a few dragons. If he was truly to replace Krayt among the pantheon, he would have to prove his worth. The dark elf gritted his teeth and drew on his rage. With one hand over his head, keeping the shield strong, his free hand hovered over the spears, lifting them from the ground. The silvyr was hot now, ready to pierce dragon scales.

      One after another, Valanis let the spears fly through his shield and out into the world. Every silvyr tip ended the immortal life of a dragon and reduced the pressure on his shield. He knew it was foolish to consume more power, but the shard of Paldora’s gem offered him strength, so he took it. Valanis expanded his shield, pushing the flames back and daring to glimpse a world beyond the fire. Dragons lay dead or wounded around him, with those who survived taking to the sky and fleeing.

      The pinks of dawn were suddenly cast in shadow. Valanis looked up to see the stone face of some ancient, grubby king hurtling towards him. With his right hand, the dark elf began to conjure a spell so destructive that it would obliterate the crowned head before it could hammer him into the ground.

      But he had taken too much power.

      The shard of Paldora could only give him so much control. The spell backfired and burnt the palm of his hand before shooting up his arm in agonising bolts. The dark elf collapsed to his knees with a scream on his lips. When the statue was only feet away from impacting Illian soil, Valanis used what little he had left to open a portal under his knees and fall to safety.

      The fall was brief, but the landing was hard on his body. Surrounded by the familiar glow of the crystal pools, the dark elf bounced off of one of the natural pillars and rolled across the jagged ground. Bits of rubble and debris from the falling king came through with him before the portal collapsed, covering Valanis in a layer of dust. In the cool of Kaliban’s largest cavern, his dark armour sizzled and smoked, including his iron mask.

      Valanis groaned and grunted in pain as he dropped his hood and ripped the mask from his face. He hadn't been burned alive, but he had been burnt. The pale skin of his right cheek felt raw, where a burn had spread down his neck and singed the ends of his blond hair. His right hand was trembling from the aftermath of his failed spell, the flesh charred. He could feel a fit coming on again. The shard seemed to help him less and less, as if the gods were abandoning him…

      Atilan’s voice boomed through his mind. You have reached your limits, Valanis. Instead of bringing Illian and Ayda to their knees, you have unified them. You have been defeated.

      Hearing the king of the gods utter those last four words broke Valanis. The elf slumped against the edge of the nearest pool, his breath ragged and his skin burning.

      “The dragons!” he screamed in anger. “How..? Where..?” Valanis knew his own weaknesses were to blame, but he was mad, his blood boiling. How could he have been expected to find victory against the ancient wyrms? Even with the Darkakin and the Namdhorians, the number of dragons could not have been anticipated.

      We gave you power…

      “You gave me too much power!” he argued.

      Yes… we gave you too much power. We see our mistake too late. Perhaps it is time we recast our power and seek a new herald, a new god of war…

      Valanis looked up, his eyes glassy. How had it all fallen apart? Every one of his Hand, his most loyal servants, were dead. They had failed him just as he had failed the gods, he realised. He had spent forty years rallying the world of man and elf, manipulating both to ensure all-out war, but he had never taken the dragons into account. Children of fire and flame offer great promise… The Echoes of Fate spoke of the dragons, but there was nothing to suggest they would impact his plans.

      The ranger, perhaps? Paldora purred from beyond the veil.

      The dark elf sat forward, his face falling into despair before his anger surfaced again. “NO!” he shouted into the empty cavern. “He is only a human, no better than an animal! He couldn't handle the power of Naius!”

      He has the gem… Paldora said.

      Valanis snarled. “It doesn't matter! Even with the gem, the ranger offers you no allegiance. They have The Veil now. They’re probably already on…” The dark elf trailed off, his thoughts following another path. It felt blasphemous to even dwell upon such thoughts, but he was desperate now. He had failed the gods, leaving him on the edge of exile, banished from their perfect world.

      “They have The Veil,” he repeated, his thoughts drifting.

      Because you couldn't find it! Naius barked.

      Because you couldn't take it from a boy! Paldora added.

      Valanis picked himself up and used his good hand to unclip the armour covering his torso. He dipped his injured hand into the glowing pool and held it there for a moment, waiting for the relief. It never came. Removing his hand, the skin was still burnt. The magic of the pools was being held from him…

      The dark elf’s eyes glazed over, his expression absent. “They will likely seek its destruction. With the dragons on their side, it won't take them long to discover how.” The gods remained silent and Valanis smiled. He had their full attention now. “Soon they will find their way to these very pools and close the door on your return forever.”

      Impossible… Atilan’s presence filled the cavern, pressing upon Valanis. They would never find Kaliban.

      “Impossible?” the dark elf echoed. “That was once said of a human becoming a Dragorn, or a star being plucked from the sky. Impossible is an alliance between man and elf. We live in an age of impossible…”

      A high pitched buzzing filled his ears, threatening to consume his senses. The next fit was only moments away.

      Speak plainly, Atilan commanded.

      “Without me, there will be no one to challenge them.” Valanis shrugged the remains of his robes off. His body was already glowing from within. “When they arrive, and they will, I must be ready for them, or your glorious return will never come.” The dark elf stepped into the pool and stood up to his waist, waiting for the power of Naius to wash over him.

      There was only silence from the gods.

      Valanis balled his fists, using every last bit of magic the shard of Paldora could offer him. If he suffered a fit inside the pool of liquid crystals, he would likely drown. Live as the herald of the gods and rise beyond immortality… or die.

      His options were simple and he was willing to accept them.

      The dark elf gasped as the pool came to life, filling him with unimaginable power, the power of Naius. Falling into the pools over a millennium ago was comparable to being ripped apart, but now, after so long, it felt more like a warm blanket. The magic within ran through his body and began to heal his injuries and reduce the glow from his veins. The shard of Paldora’s gem glowed white-hot on his finger, ready to offer him control whenever he needed it.

      Let it not be said that we are not merciful gods, Atilan finally declared. Destroy those who would not worship us, Valanis. Recover The Veil and take your place among us.

      Valanis couldn't believe it. Had he just manipulated the gods? His disbelief slowly faded away, leaving him to sink into the pools with a smile on his face.
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      Asher felt the sharp displacement of air throughout the king’s hall when every head turned to look at him. As soon as he had heard the double doors shut behind them, the ranger had given a single announcement.

      “Valanis is still alive…”

      Their detailed expressions were harder to interpret, but their silence was telling of the surprise he had delivered. Every heartbeat, including the Dragorn’s slow and thunderous one, quickened in their chests. King Elym glided past Rengar, who was one of few sitting at the long table that had been rushed into the hall of pillars, and set his gaze on Asher.

      “You are certain, Outlander?” he asked.

      “He’s a ranger now,” Faylen interjected. Asher heard Elym’s neck scrape across his collar as he swivelled his head towards the elf. Faylen’s gulp was imperceptible to all but the ranger.

      “He’s an Arakesh, more to the point.” King Rengar helped himself to the wine, the only one who wasn't exhausted from the battle.

      “What I am is irrelevant,” Asher cut in before anyone else could rise to his defence. “Valanis is alive.”

      Gideon Thorn waved his hand over his face. “You… saw this?” The young man was the only person present, besides King Rengar, who wasn't bleeding from a wound. In fact, the Dragorn had a sweet scent to him that reminded Asher of the elves. His lack of wounds was either a testament to his skills in battle, or being bonded to a dragon had more perks than being able to fly.

      Asher stood at the bottom of the table and tilted his head towards the Dragorn. Looking at Gideon was no longer necessary, but it was a very human affectation that put people at ease. On their way through the city and into the palace, the ranger had noted the discomfort of many upon realising that he required no help navigating the world.

      “He opened a portal at the last second,” Asher explained. “That statue hit nothing but dirt.”

      The ranger sensed some skepticism from Elym, Rengar, and even Lord Marshal Horvarth, who sat on a stool beside one of the white pillars. The Graycoat commander was perhaps the most wounded among those gathered. Asher could taste the blood in the air and feel the cloth fabric that wrapped around his head, covering the Lord Marshal’s bloody left eye. Everyone else, including Adilandra, the queen of the elves, sagged a little in their posture, greatly disheartened at the news.

      “Where would he go?” The question was posed by the elf who accompanied Gideon and Adilandra. It took Asher a moment to recall his name as Galanӧr.

      “Exactly,” King Elym folded his arms. “Why would he retreat now, after all this?”

      Asher didn't have an answer for that, the ranger knew what he knew and nothing else. “I can't speak for Valanis’ actions,” he said. “He’s an elf. Maybe you can get in his head.” Asher meant no disrespect to the king’s people, especially since he had come to love a couple of them, but something about Elym riled him up.

      Backed up by Varӧ, his High Guardian, Elym took a threatening step towards Asher. “Then maybe you should leave this to elves and return to the wilds from which you crawled.”

      “Enough.” Adilandra’s word carried enough authority to silence the king of elves. “This ranger deserves our respect and gratitude. Not only has he accompanied our daughter, but he has also kept safe that which Valanis desires.”

      More heads turned on the ranger, but Elym could only offer a sneer. “Paldora’s gem should be in our keeping,” the king stated boldly. “I demand that you hand it over, immediately.”

      “You have Paldora’s gem?” Galanӧr stepped forward from leaning against the pillar.

      Reyna left Nathaniel’s side and stood with the ranger. “Only Asher can wield it. The gem is too powerful for any other to hold.”

      “A ridiculous statement,” Elym said. “I have held the gem myself.”

      The king’s words triggered the oldest of memories in Asher’s mind. The images weren't perfect, but he recalled Elym as a young man, a boy perhaps, handing Paldora’s gem to Nalana, who then gave it to Asher. Elym had been hurt at the time and the gem was fixed into a necklace… The ranger rubbed his forehead with his fingertips, desperately grasping at faded memories.

      “I have held but a shard of it,” Faylen’s voice seemed weaker than normal, as if she deliberately made herself smaller when addressing her king. Asher didn't like it. “It almost crippled me.”

      “That proves nothing, Lady Haldӧr,” Elym snapped back. “Only that a more powerful elf is required.” The king nodded at one of the elders who lingered by the far corner of the table, gesturing for them to relieve Asher of the gem.

      The ranger had a better idea. “Catch.” He flicked Paldora’s gem at Elym, who’s elven reflexes had him snatch the gem mid-flight.

      The reaction was just as Asher expected.

      King Elym’s fist seized up and the veins on his hand bulged and ran up his arms until those on his face were pressing against the skin. His cry was quickly reduced to a garbled choke. The High Guardian and the elders dashed to his side but the elf flopped onto the table and slid to the floor in agony.

      “Asher!” Reyna’s tone was harsh.

      The ranger strode over, pushing aside one of the elders, and gripped Elym’s wrist tightly. It was harder than he had hoped, the king’s grip as strong as it was, but he eventually prised the gem out. The relief was instantaneous and Elym gasped for air, coughing and spluttering as he was helped to his feet. Varӧ pushed Asher back and went for the scimitar on his belt. The ranger kept his own hands by his side, sure that if he pulled his own broadsword it would come to blows.

      Nathaniel stepped between the two and locked eyes with Varӧ. Asher could hear the knight’s fists balling and his knuckles cracking. It wasn't a fight he could ever win, but it meant a lot that he would stand between them. Reyna put a hand on both warriors, soothing the pair with her gaze alone.

      Rengar lifted his head a little. “Perhaps we should all rest and have a drink.” With the exception of Doran, the king’s suggestion was largely ignored.

      The dwarf sat beside an injured Jonus Glaide and helped himself to the ale, apparently oblivious to everything going on around him.

      Elym shrugged off the elders’ helping hands. Asher could feel the heat in the elf’s face, his rage building to a crescendo that would surely see the king fly at him. Again, Reyna commanded her father’s attention and tempered his fury with a look.

      Elym took a breath and straightened his collar. “So Valanis is alive,” he said with a croaky voice, “and we possess the only weapon that can finally kill him. I would say our course is a fairly simple one. I suppose the real question is, are you up to the challenge, Ranger?”

      Everyone’s eyes fell on Asher again. “I can kill him,” he lied. “I used it to kill Alidyr Yalathanil.”

      Nathaniel’s gaze was impossible to ignore. The knight’s heartbeat increased and his temperature rose. Only his closest friend knew the truth of that statement, though he suspected Faylen and Reyna were looking at him with incredulous expressions.

      “You used the gem?” Reyna asked, her face lighting up.

      Asher kept his face straight and offered a simple nod in return.

      Doran burped loudly, breaking the silence. “How are we ta’ find the crafty bastard?”

      The subtle movements of most were imperceptible to even elven eyes, but right now, Adilandra and Gideon were staring at each other from across the table.

      “Perhaps you know,” Asher said, directing his voice to Gideon.

      The Dragorn licked his lips before speaking. “Rainael the emerald star believes he has retreated to Kaliban. It was the only place he was ever known to find refuge.”

      There was more to be said, Asher could hear that much in the young man’s voice. There was something he held back, though the ranger couldn't guess what.

      “Before we go any further,” Adilandra held up her hand, “I think it might be time to share of our individual journeys. With all the pieces we might discover a way to end this threat once and for all.”

      Reyna’s glance from Galanӧr to King Rengar was subtle, but Asher detected it none the less. “Some of our tales are not for everyone’s ears,” she said.

      “Indeed,” Adilandra agreed before giving two of the elders an order in elvish.

      They broke away from Elym and approached King Rengar and Lord Marshal Horvarth. The two men shuffled in their seat, apprehensive of what was happening. The elves placed a hand on each of their foreheads, their movements too quick for the men to react defensively. It took only a moment for Rengar and Horvarth’s eyes to roll back and their heads to slump into their chest, fast asleep.

      Gideon sat forward in his seat, but his gaze was fixed on Galanӧr. “My journey began at Korkanath…”
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      Gideon took a refreshing gulp of water when he reached the end of his tale. The telling of his journey out loud made it seem so much more real, and yet it sounded ludicrous to his own ears. Everything he had gone through, from fighting Galanӧr on Korkanath’s ramparts to slaying a god under Mount Garganafan, felt as if it should be the story of another, not that of an orphan who hadn't technically graduated to the rank of mage yet. In truth, he knew his days aspiring to be a mage was behind him now; his responsibilities had risen a magnitude since then.

      His explanation of The Veil raised many questions but Adilandra instructed everyone to simply listen. Gideon made sure to leave the appropriate pauses, allowing his words to sink in. Learning that the gods were once men and women of the first kingdom had been something of a blow for Reyna and Faylen, both of who had wiped tears from their eyes at various points in his story. King Elym’s reaction came across as relief, as Gideon suspected it would. The king of elves had based most of his invasion on the foundation that the gods weren't real.

      The real problem came when he revealed the Dragorn’s oldest secret.

      “Absurd!” Elym slapped his hand down on the table. “How dare you suggest that we are nothing but a failed experiment of a mad king!”

      “Elym!” Adilandra berated the king. “Remember who you are talking to. Gideon is Dragorn now.”

      Gideon let the king inspect him with a scrupulous eye before responding, “I’m sorry you had to hear it at all, Kin Elym. If it’s any consolation, I don't think it really matters who came first. The point is, we’re all here now. There are things we can learn from each other.”

      Elym glanced at Princess Reyna, shaking his head. “This… this is a lie.”

      “How else could a human be a Dragorn?” Galanӧr asked.

      “Silence,” Elym barked. “The House of Reveeri will speak when commanded to.”

      That upset Ilargo…

      A sudden thud shook the room and dust rained down on them. A distant roar had everyone looking up, though there was nothing to see but an arched ceiling.

      Gideon kept his voice even, but bold. “I wouldn't speak to him like that again if I were you…”

      Elym lifted his chin before turning away. Gideon felt a rush of power seeing the king of elves turn away rather than continue the confrontation. That was exactly the kind of feeling he had to keep in check, he thought.

      This topic was discussed a couple more times before everyone present found their own way of dealing with the shift in reality. Gideon didn't feel it changed an awful lot, but then again, he hadn't lived his entire life believing he was the superior race.

      Reyna was quicker to recover from the shock of her peoples’ origin. Instead, the princess had a much harder time understanding The Veil and its meaning.

      “I don't understand,” she said. “The Echoes of Fate are divine words, words that have come true. Mother?”

      Adilandra sighed. “Gideon’s knowledge comes from the dragons. It cannot be questioned.”

      Gideon heard Adriel’s explanation in his mind. “The Echoes of Fate is simply a self-fulfilling prophecy. We want it to be real so we look for the signs to make it so.” The Dragorn kept his discussion about The Echoes and the possibility of Kaliban being a real god to himself. It was too much right now.

      “I wasn't looking for a star to fall out of the sky,” Reyna countered, “but Paldora’s star still graced daylight sky and brought down Syla’s Gate. A calamity the prophecy speaks of, does it not?”

      That caught Gideon’s attention. “That happened?”

      “Yes,” Reyna said forcefully. “An alliance of two shores has this very day defeated a great evil, offering us all hope and a chance for eternal peace, together. The children of fire and flame offer great promise; you arrived here on the back of a dragon!”

      Faylen spoke up. “But only one perceives the time we will fall…”

      Reyna smiled and looked at Adilandra. “Four years ago my mother left Elandril in search of the dragons because she and she alone knew that we would all perish if we fought Valanis without them.”

      Adilandra displayed the hint of a smile. “You think the prophecy is referring to me?”

      “I believe it,” Reyna replied. “And now,” she continued, looking back at Gideon, “a man risen to that of an immortal arrives with The Veil, Valanis’ most dangerous desire. We thought it referred to Asher, but if what you say is true, Valanis wants The Veil more than he wants Paldora’s gem.” The princess took a breath. “These are godly words.”

      But what kind of god?

      That question had haunted Gideon since Adriel first told him of The Echoes and their ancient religion. It was a question that quickly slid into the realm of fact when King Elym laid out a scroll across the table. The Dragorn looked upon the tattered scroll, but his eyes could only take in the black handprint under the three verses. Adriel had told him that the priests of The Echoes had signed all of Kaliban’s prophetic words with that hand. Now, against all the odds, there was one right in front of him.

      “I'm afraid they’re not,” Elym said.

      “What is this?” Adilandra asked.

      Before Elym could answer, the mage known as Hadavad walked up to the table with glassy eyes. “The Black Hand…” she whispered.

      “What was that?” Gideon heard every word, he just didn't understand their meaning.

      Hadavad blinked hard and shook her head lightly. “Nothing. Forgive the intrusion, please continue.”

      Elym scowled at the mage. “As I was saying, these are not divine in nature. This is the very scroll Nalana, my sister, found in The Wild Moores. Her dying words were simply the last thing she ever saw. Nothing more.”

      “Why have I never seen this?” Adilandra asked.

      “I had hoped to keep my sister out of it. Convincing our people that we didn't need the gods was hard enough without dragging her name through the mud. She was a hero of her time.”

      Adilandra sighed and looked at her daughter. “This is proof, Reyna. And I have more.” The queen of elves placed a small satchel on the table and removed a leather-bound book from within. The book in question was four times larger than the satchel, but pocket dimensions weren't new to the Dragorn.

      “This is Atilan’s grimoire,” Adilandra continued. “Some of its pages are even signed by him in the ancient language.”

      It took Gideon a moment to get his words out, mesmerised as he was by the grimoire. “And I killed Krayt back in Ayda. I assure you, he was very real.”

      Galanӧr leaned in and whispered, “I can’t believe you killed the god of war. Gideon the godslayer… it just doesn't sound right.”

      Gideon appreciated Galanӧr’s attempt at levity, but he could see from Reyna’s expression that the argument wasn't over. Driving it home, the Dragorn removed the golden ring from his pocket and placed it on the table, where everyone could see the blue crystal fixed on top.

      “I took this from him before he died.”

      “What is it?” Nathaniel asked.

      Gideon liked the knight, he had the look of an honest man about him. “From what I can tell, it’s the only -”

      Adilandra interrupted him. “It was made by Atilan himself. He gifted identical gems to his most loyal. They’re the only thing that allows someone to use magic in the presence of Crissalith.”

      “This Crissalith stuff sounds like a pain in the arse!” Doran exclaimed.

      “It’s all gone now,” Adilandra added. “The dragons destroyed it all.”

      Gideon sat back. “How do you know all this?” He glanced at the ring.

      Adilandra opened the grimoire and flicked through the pages until she finally stopped on a page that displayed a sketch of the same ring and its blue gem.

      Princess Reyna stepped back from the table, her eyes darting between the scroll, the ring, and the book. Gideon could see the same conflict that had plagued Adilandra. He had never been a devout man, but the truth of the gods had come as a shock to him, he could only imagine what it felt like to someone with a stronger faith.

      “It can't be true,” she repeated again and again. “I have witnessed too much to believe it’s all coincidence.”

      You have to tell her, Ilargo said.

      Gideon glanced up at the high ceiling. The dragon was circling above the palace, determined to stay as close as possible.

      We are not the Dragorn of old, Ilargo continued. We should not begin with a lie.

      It’s not a lie if I don't say anything.

      Gideon…

      The Dragorn cupped his jaw in consideration. He knew Ilargo spoke from a place that they both shared. A place where there were no more secrets.

      “There’s more,” he announced.

      Gideon hated the attention so he ploughed through everything Adriel had told him about The Echoes, their religion, the origins of Valanis’ fortress and its namesake, Kaliban. All he could do was lay out the facts as he had them. Whether they decided to invest in the idea of an unknown pantheon was beyond his ability to control.

      “So you see,” he finished. “There might be something to these words, we just don't know about the real gods.”

      Hadavad leaned on her staff with both hands, her gaze intense. “It seems to me that there is more to this first kingdom than meets the eye.”

      Reyna dropped her head, hiding any expression. On the one hand, Gideon had taken her gods away, and with the other, he had offered the possibility of new gods. It was unfair and he knew it. Divine powers beyond their realm were matters he didn't know enough about. He could only hope that this bigger picture helped them all to solve the problem of Valanis.

      “For now,” he said, “I think we should keep this between us. The truth of the gods could cause anarchy in Illian and the origins of your race might do the same in Ayda.”

      “You don't give our race enough credit, Dragorn.” Elym spoke harshly, but his challenging gaze remained on the tabletop.

      Remember your part in all this, Ilargo said.

      Gideon took a breath, keeping his tone that of a peacekeeper. “As you like. It’s not my place to tell either of you how to rule or what to tell them.”

      “Your advice is that of the dragons now,” Adilandra said before her husband could reply. “It will be heeded as such.”

      Reyna stood up, gaining everyone’s attention. “It matters little now. It seems, with all that we now know, our priorities must shift. Destroying The Veil is all that matters. With the threat of the… with the threat of Atilan and the others gone, there can never again be another Valanis.”

      “Yes, Princess,” Gideon agreed, standing up to meet her, “The Veil is to be destroyed above all else, but it is my task and mine alone. It should not be put on any other.”

      Reyna’s smile was disarming in every way. “You possess The Veil, we possess Paldora’s gem. Since Valanis and the pools of Naius are in the same place, it seems we will all be needed.”

      Gideon opened his mouth to argue, but he couldn't find a single word to help him.

      “Absolutely not,” Elym protested.

      Adilandra raised her hand, calming everyone. “We have everything we need to rid this world of the evil that plagues it, but what we do not have are cool heads. How long has it been since everyone here found restful sleep? Most of the people in this room have been fighting for days. I suggest we take what remains of the day and rest. We can meet back here this evening and choose our next move.”

      Asher, perhaps the most mysterious person in the room, cleared his voice. “The Velians believe they have won a great victory here today. In fact, so do all the elves. There’s a garden on a balcony, west of here; I suggest we meet there and leave them to celebrate, together.” The ranger tilted his head towards Elym. “Assuming this alliance is permanent…”

      All eyes rested on the king of elves, who looked to his daughter. “We deal with Valanis and The Veil first. Everything else comes later.”

      Gideon had never stopped to think what he would do if the elves turned on Illian. Where would a Dragorn fit into all that?

      Between the two, Ilargo stated.

      Gideon agreed, happy that his side would always have a dragon on it.

      “Then let us wake up the king and the Graycoat,” Adilandra gestured to the elders again. “Let’s have them believe we chose rest over debate…”
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      The sun was waning by the time Nathaniel and Reyna found a moment to themselves. For most of the day, they had sat with Adilandra and Faylen, soaking up every second together, each telling of their separate journeys. The queen had been far more reserved about her own experiences in the land of the Darkakin, but they didn't try to glean anymore than she offered. Discovering that she had periodically looked in on them using Ӧlli had come as something of a shock, but Reyna had appeared more concerned with her mother’s captivity. Nathaniel was just left wondering what she had seen between the two of them.

      Most of their conversations had been around the subject of Gideon’s revelations. Reyna was greatly interested in the idea of an unknown pantheon of gods, but Faylen was more curious as to why no one had ever heard from them. Everything came back to the first kingdom of men and the mystery behind The Echoes. Adilandra had little to no opinion on the matter. It was clear that the news had shattered something within the queen of elves, though at this point, Nathaniel realised, it could have been any number of things.

      Ultimately, he was just happy that Adilandra appeared to accept the bond that had formed between him and Reyna. A part of him couldn't help but wonder if her acceptance came from the knowledge that he only had a limited number of years left. Nathaniel had tried to shake the thought and squeezed Reyna’s hand, letting her know that he needed her to himself. They still had a conversation to finish after all.

      They had briefly met with Galanӧr, Reyna’s betrothed. Nathaniel had done everything he could to appear as magnificent as the warrior elf, but Galanӧr was perfect in looks and physique.

      “I don't think there’s going to be a wedding,” Galanӧr had said with a coy smile, his eyes glancing at Nathaniel. “I failed your father and brought disgrace upon the House of Reveeri.”

      Much to Nathaniel’s irritation, Reyna placed a gentle hand on Galanӧr’s cheek. “The tale our queen tells will have you heralded as a hero. As her daughter, you will forever have my respect and gratitude for staying by her side.”

      Nathaniel couldn't say he understood the torment that Galanӧr wore so openly. The warrior was certainly different to what the knight had come expect from the elves, especially having met High Guardian Varӧ now. He wanted to like Galanӧr, but his previous connection to Reyna made it irrationally hard.

      Galanӧr stepped aside. “I will leave you to it. I can see there is much you need to discuss.”

      The elf left them in the corridors of the palace. They had all been permitted to stay on the top floor while the lower levels were turned into bays for the wounded. Nathaniel suspected Rengar had opened his home up to the injured in a bid to impress the elves, King Elym specifically. If only he knew Elym’s real nature, he thought.

      “Are we really that obvious?” Reyna asked, her fingers entwining around his.

      “Well you elves are very perceptive, you know.” Nathaniel smiled and bent down to kiss her.

      Reyna fumbled for the door handle behind her, refusing to take her lips away from his. They both pushed into the room, losing any sense of their surroundings.

      “Wait.” Reyna pulled away. “Didn't you have something to say to me?”

      Nathaniel smiled from ear-to-ear. “I -”

      “I love you.” The princess beat him to it with a grin equal to his own.
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      It was sometime later when the pair came back up for air. Nathaniel looked beyond the bare hips of Reyna, disbelieving of what pulled at his attention. The sun was kissing the horizon, a beautiful vista compared to that which lay beneath the balcony of their room. The battlefield was still a mass of casualties and dead bodies, but thankfully, the people of Illian now had an alliance with the elves, a race who knew a thing or two about magic.

      He hoped that something of the Graycoats survived, though he was at a loss for the role they would play in this new world. From what Adilandra and Reyna had said about Gideon and the possibilities of more Dragorn, there wouldn't be much need of the knights.

      “What could possibly distract you from me?” Reyna asked, stroking a line across his chest.

      Nathaniel knew what he was really doing. He was trying to think about everything but Asher.

      “He’s still alive…” he said.

      “Valanis?”

      “It’s up to Asher now,” he continued. “I had hoped that he would be spared the confrontation. Now it’s inevitable.”

      Reyna cupped the knight’s cheek. “We will face him together. All of us. Asher’s already used the gem to kill Alidyr. When the time comes, we’ll help him use it against Valanis.”

      Nathaniel knew the truth. He was desperate to say something of what he really witnessed on the king’s platform, but the ranger had lied for a reason. He needed to see Asher.

      Reyna’s head twitched towards the door a second before they heard a knock. The call beyond came from Faylen. Nathaniel managed to pull up his trousers before Reyna opened the door and greeted her mentor. The expected expression of disappointment was, instead, one of bemusement.

      “Your mother has called for the council before we all meet in the gardens,” Faylen explained. “She has asked for both of us. Not Nathaniel,” she added apologetically.

      Reyna looked to argue but the knight found his words first. “That’s fine. I’ll go find Asher.”

      Faylen’s apologetic expression fell into one of concern. “I haven't seen him since the meeting. He can vanish better than a ghost.”

      Nathaniel had an idea.

      Putting on the clothes he had worn during the battle wasn't pleasant, but the knight had nothing else to wear. It dawned on Nathaniel for the first time in his life that he didn't own a single possession. He would have once called his coat and his sword his own, but the blade was lost in the rubble of the main gates and he had given up the coat of his order willingly. Now he had the leathers given to him by Russell Maybury in the Pick-Axe and the bow lent to him by Asher.

      Navigating the city wasn't any easier than it had been before the battle. Refugees still filled the streets, only now they shared them with Velians who had lost their homes to flaming catapults. The dead were being sorted, making it easier to identify those who were Velian, Karathan, and elven. From what he had heard, the Lirians had only taken a handful of casualties with their flanking attack. The folk of the woods now helped their cousins by the sea in treating the wounded.

      The Namdhorian bodies were treated with the same disrespect as the Darkakin. Both were piled onto carts and pulled out of the city where they would all be burnt no doubt. Only time would tell how the land lay from here on out. The people of the north were without a king, a king who sired no heirs, and their army had been decimated. Everyone in Namdhor and even the towns that fell under its banner would be subject to persecution for the choices of their ruler.

      “Nathaniel!” Tauren called from across the street.

      The knight waited for the cart of bodies to roll by before he crossed the street and grasped the southerner’s forearm. Tauren wasn't one to shy away from a fight and his face was a testament to that fact. His entire body was a canvas of a living based around violence. What was left of his White Owl persona remained to be seen, but his leathers appeared beyond repair and his white cloak was anything but white anymore.

      “Well met,” Nathaniel said. “I’m sorry I missed you after the meeting. It’s hard to believe but there was still a lot more catching up to do.”

      “I can imagine,” Tauren replied with a cheeky smile.

      “Not you as well…”

      Tauren laughed. “I am pleased for you both. I would pray to the gods that I find myself such love in this world, but I wouldn't know who to pray to…”

      Nathaniel nodded his agreement. Only a few were privy to the ancient secrets of the Dragorn, but a lot of it went over the knight’s head. He was just happy they had all survived this long and still had each other.

      “How fare your people?” Nathaniel asked.

      Tauren sighed, his eyes searching the chaotic streets. “The folk of The Arid Lands are scattered inside these walls. We’re slowly bringing everyone back together, but it isn't easy. Many cannot speak the basic language of the north.”

      “What will you do now that Karath and Calmardra are gone?”

      Tauren looked to the palace. “We will seek refuge back in The Arid Lands, where it’s warmer. I have already arranged with the king to send word to Tregaran and Ameeraska for help.” The young man dropped his head in sorrow. “They are all that remains of our home.”

      “The empire can be rebuilt,” Nathaniel offered, hoping to cheer Tauren up.

      “But should it?” the young man countered. “An empire is not the vision I have for my people. Nor is one of kings and queens.”

      Nathaniel raised an eyebrow. “Then what?”

      Tauren smiled. “I'm not sure yet. Something a little more honest, perhaps.”

      “Your people are lucky to have you, Tauren.”

      The southerner held up his hands. “I'm not their leader. That's the problem. I still have the slave masters and governors in Tregaran and Ameeraska to contend with.”

      Nathaniel patted him on the arm. “Well if you ever need an extra sword to help you deal with the slavers, you let me know.”

      “Thank you, Nathaniel. It’s good to know I still have allies in the world.”

      The knight offered him a warm smile. “Friends, Tauren. You still have friends in the world.”

      Tauren mirrored his expression. “I think I prefer that. Are you attending this secret meeting in the garden?”

      “Yes,” Nathaniel replied, turning to leave. “I'm just looking for Asher.”

      “I'm sorry, I haven't seen him.”

      Nathaniel waved the apology away. “I think I know where he is…”

      It didn't seem to matter which street or alley he chose, every available space was taken up by the wounded and the survivors. Nathaniel weaved his way through to the western edge of the city, where the stables were located. Largely abandoned, the stables were cool, with only a handful of horses inside their pens. In the far corner, there was one familiar horse who could be seen through the damage between the pens. Nestled in the corner, Asher was sat stroking Hector, who lay quietly beside the ranger.

      “I thought I might find you here.” Nathaniel leaned against the post. “You’re saying goodbye, aren't you?”

      Asher continued stroking the horse’s side. The ranger didn't look great, with a dirty, red cloth around his eyes and a face of dried blood and dirt. His broadsword and silvyr blade rested beside him, making an odd sight of the man who always appeared strapped with weapons.

      The ranger sucked in a breath and stroked Hector’s face. “He can't follow where we’re going. Regardless of what I do with the gem, there’s a good chance I won't return, or any of us for that matter.”

      Nathaniel couldn't argue with that. A part of him wondered if there was any way he could prevent Reyna from searching for Kaliban. Vengora, the slumbering mountains, was no place to go exploring without a map.

      “I was thinking of giving him to Tauren,” Asher added. “They already know each other, but more importantly, this one hasn't tried to run away from him.” The ranger ruffled Hector’s mane. “You big coward…”

      “You lied,” Nathaniel stated bluntly.

      “And you let me…” Asher replied.

      The knight stood up straight and crossed his arms. “Because I assumed there would be a reason. A damn good one. But I see now that you intend to use the gem on Valanis regardless of what it does to you. I don't accept that.” The ranger didn't appear to be taking any of it in. “You can't use the gem, Asher.” Nathaniel said it as plainly as he could. “I mean that in every way. Even if you somehow managed to gain more control, it won't be enough to kill Valanis before the gem kills you. Why would you lie to them?”

      Asher tilted his head towards the knight. “If they knew I couldn't use it, the elves would take it from me, hide it away, and make sure it never saw the light of day again.” The ranger shook his head. “We both know it’s the only thing powerful enough to defeat him. I'm the only one who can wield it. Besides, it’s all about The Veil now. If we’re lucky, I can distract Valanis long enough for Gideon to the destroy it.”

      “What do you think will happen when the gem kills you before you kill him?” Nathaniel asked pointedly. “You’ll leave us to fend him off and destroy The Veil?”

      “That won't happen…” Asher replied.

      “You can't know that!” Nathaniel snapped, irritated as he was with his friend’s attitude towards sacrifice.

      Asher sat back against the wooden panel. “I know how to use it now.”

      That stopped Nathaniel from continuing his argument. “Between your fight with Alidyr and now, you’ve discovered how to use the gem without it killing you,” he stated skeptically. “What’s changed?”

      Asher answered with two words. “The pools.”

      “The pools of Naius?” Nathaniel echoed.

      Asher stood up and began strapping his weapons on again. “When I used the gem to kill Alidyr, it didn’t just grant me more power, it drained him of his own magic.”

      “Almost at the cost of your life,” Nathaniel pointed out.

      “When Valanis entered the pools he became more powerful than anyone. The pools offer an abundant supply of magic.”

      “Too much magic,” Nathaniel added. “Valanis is an elf and he can barely contain it all.”

      “That’s why he wanted this.” Asher gripped the pouch on his belt. “The pools will offer me the strength to wield the gem, and the gem will allow me to drain the magic from the pools, giving me control. They’re both needed to make the other work.”

      “In theory,” Nathaniel pointed out. “Valanis is an elf. As we discovered today, they were born of magic. For all we know your body could explode if you enter those pools.”

      “We also discovered that they were made by a human, not a god. We don’t know everything. I’m sure the pools are the key to using Paldora’s gem. As long as I have the gem, I have control.”

      “You’ll have to keep that gem on you for the rest of your life. Besides, Valanis could still kill you before you even get near the pools.” Nathaniel felt obligated to remind him of that.

      “You’re forgetting our greatest advantage,” Asher replied. “Paldora’s gem gives me resistance to any and all magic. If he wants to kill me, he’ll have to do it with his bare hands.”

      “And you’re forgetting that he almost did. If Ilargo hadn't shown up when he did, Valanis would have choked the life out of you.”

      Asher placed a heavy hand on the knight’s shoulder. “There is no other way.” The ranger tugged on Hector’s reins and led him towards the stable doors. “I wouldn't worry, Nathaniel. There’s a very good chance I’ll have died from old age before we discover Kaliban’s location.”

      “That’s true, though I'm surprised you haven't died already, old man.” The knight wondered if Asher could sense his cheeky grin.

      “Watch it, kid. This old man could still knock you into the next world.”

      Nathaniel laughed. “You’d be too afraid of what Reyna would do to you.”

      Asher smiled. “You’re damn right; that woman scares me. Have you two had time to, you know…”

      Exasperated, Nathaniel could only offer a groan.
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      Faylen couldn't help but fall back into her old ways; head down, lips sealed, and always behind Reyna, never beside her. For months she had presented herself as a strong individual, above all that she met in Illian. Though her view of humanity had changed drastically in that time, she had always felt that as an elf she was superior. After Mӧrygan had died, Faylen had taken advantage of that freedom and even enjoyed being away from the hierarchy of her kin.

      Among her king and queen again, Faylen assumed the role she had been selected for years previously; a servant. Often, Reyna would try and bring her into discussions or ask of her opinion, but Faylen never found the reply. Keeping quiet and doing her best to instruct Reyna in the ways of royalty was her purpose. For all her love for the princess, Faylen now hated her place among them. Her time in Illian had awoken something inside of her, a need for greater purpose.

      Walking back into the king’s hall, Faylen could see that her place would never be elevated. Adilandra had called for the elders, the High Guardian, and the generals under him. Despite being beside the royal family, Faylen was the lowest person in the chamber. It did bring a smile to her face, however, when she spotted Tai’garn sitting at the long table. The elder was paler than most, sitting with his severed leg on a small cushion. The work of the other elders had no doubt saved his life.

      At the other end of the hall, King Elym sat down on Rengar’s empty throne. “A throne of marble,” he said with a tone of derision. “So human…”

      The double doors shut behind Faylen and Reyna, causing them both to jump. Standing there was Adilandra, her gaze fixed on Elym across the chamber.

      “I asked King Rengar for the use of his hall,” the queen said. “He graciously said yes, but I don't think his generosity extends to his throne…”

      In the most awkward fashion for a king, Elym stood up and straightened his robes. “Why have you summoned this meeting, Adilandra?”

      Faylen was curious too. After they had left the hall for the first time, Adilandra had deliberately steered them away from Elym and his entourage, despite the king’s eagerness to speak with her. The tension between the two only served to remind Faylen of old times.

      “I have summoned you all as witnesses,” Adilndra replied. “Though, I would hear your thoughts as well.”

      “Witnesses to what?” Elym asked.

      Adilandra surveyed the room until her eyes rested on Faylen and Reyna. “A new beginning for our people. For too long we have looked inwards, caring only for ourselves. We turned to war, considering our gifts for nothing but violence.” The queen paused, locking eyes with the king. “Under my husband’s rule, we exiled ourselves from Illian, leaving the dragons and the Dragorn to the wrath of savage man. We have done nothing but train to kill and plot our revenge. Our ancestors would never have condoned such actions, especially in the name of revenge.

      Thankfully, man has found some civility in our absence, but we should have been there to guide them. Had we stayed that course, the world would look very different today. Valanis would have found little claim, his war brought to a swift end.”

      Elym approached the head of the table. “I was right. I was always right. Today, we were all given proof that the gods are nothing of the sort. Regardless of who created who, we are stronger, more enlightened. It should be us who rule this world.”

      Adilandra sighed. “Valanis believes in the gods. You do not believe in the gods. Your actions would see the same amount of blood spill across Verda.”

      “You compare me to that monster?” Elym snapped back.

      “You have made a mockery of our world, Elym.” Adilandra kept her voice level and calm. “You’ve twisted our very nature. Whether our faith be valid or not, it came with a set of morals you would have us forget. The enlightened don't lay waste to the world, they elevate it. The strong don't invade and seek genocide, they unify.”

      Tai’garn sat forward in his chair. “What are you proposing, My Lady?”

      Adilandra stepped back and took a breath. “We are all culpable in this. They were the king’s orders, but we followed them blindly. My crime is remaining silent when action was needed. I stand before you all now, pledging my voice to our people. Never again will I stand by and watch as elves throw their lives away for something as barbaric as revenge or arrogance.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Varӧ asked, glancing nervously at the king.

      “She is suggesting we bow to her,” Elym answered, “and to her alone.”

      Faylen could feel the tension between king and queen expand to that of the entire chamber. Everyone appeared to be holding their breath. Looking at Reyna, Faylen expected to see conflict, but the princess mirrored her mother’s calm demeanor. The Sevari women are stronger than most would give them credit, she thought.

      “It would be a smooth transition of power,” Adilandra explained. “Our people recognise the House of Sevari as rulers. They would -”

      “Transition of power is never smooth,” Elym interrupted. “Our people have bowed to me for too long.”

      “Too long indeed,” Adilandra quipped. “That’s why it would be better for Elandril if its king exiled himself, as he had us do so long ago.”

      Again, Adilandra’s words sucked all the air out of the room. Faylen wanted to shout out and cheer with joy. Her queen’s vision for Ayda and her people was that of their ancestors. It was the only future Faylen wanted to be a part of.

      Elym was frozen on the spot, his mouth ajar. The king met his wife’s eyes with tears welling behind them, though whether they were of despair or anger, Faylen couldn't tell.

      Tai’garn’s statement broke the silence. “I am in agreement with Queen Adilandra.”

      Elym and Varӧ swivelled their heads round at the elder. For a moment, Faylen was convinced the High Guardian was going to throttle Tai’garn. Not that he would get very far. Even with his wounded leg, the elder was still the most powerful among them.

      “Aye,” said the elder beside him.

      “Aye,” said another.

      Within seconds, every elder had chosen a side, along with the majority of generals. Only Varӧ and two generals sided with Elym, physically stepping towards him.

      “Reyna?” the king called softly.

      The princess walked across the chamber and stood beside her mother. “It’s time to return to the old ways, Father.”

      Faylen hurried over, joining the queen and princess, desperate to voice her own agreement.

      “And what of you, Lady Haldӧr?” Adilandra asked.

      Faylen hesitated, feeling everyone’s gaze. “I would know a time such as my parents’. A time before all the wars.”

      “This is preposterous!” Elym roared, slamming the table. “I am king! It is my birthright, my blood!”

      “If our people do not take to my rule, they may choose another to sit on the throne,” Adilandra replied calmly. “But it will not be you.”

      Elym yelled and swatted the cups of water from the table. “And what am I to do?”

      Adilandra remained firm. “It’s your exile. Do as you please. You are permitted anywhere but Elandril. Perhaps you should take up residence among the humans.”

      “The humans?” Elym echoed incredulously.

      “The man I fell in love with is still in there,” Adilandra replied, allowing some emotion into her tone. “Find him and see him returned to me.”

      Elym growled and hurried from the hall, a venomous glare for all but Reyna. Passing the princess, the king paused briefly. Through the crack in his anger, Faylen could see a great well of sadness. Elym had lost a lot more than just his throne…

      Adilandra held out a hand to stop Varӧ from following her husband. “The title of High Guardian is no longer yours to claim, Varӧ of House Grӧvale.”

      “What?” Varӧ spat.

      “That honour now falls to House Haldӧr.” Adilandra turned to face Faylen.

      It took Faylen longer than it should have to make sense of her queen’s words. When their meaning finally struck her, the eyes of every elf was on her.

      “Haldӧr?” Varӧ echoed. “What does this servant know of guardianship?”

      Reyna stepped forward. “Faylen has fought in more battles than you and come face to face with the worst Valanis had to throw at us. She is a more capable warrior than you in every way.”

      Faylen was yet to find any kind of response. She straightened her shoulders and stood her ground under Varӧ’s scrutinising gaze. Had she really just been granted the title of High Guardian? Reyna met her eyes with an expression of pride. Adilandra stepped aside and let Varӧ storm out with the two generals.

      “My Lady…” Faylen didn't know what to say.

      “You’re the only one I would have,” Adilandra replied.

      “But, what of Galanӧr? I thought…”

      “Galanӧr has only just discovered a life without a leash. He needs time to find his place in the world. Now, shall we attend the next secret meeting of the day?”

      The queen led the way through the palace corridors, the elders and generals in tow. Her new title as High Guardian refused to sink in, but Faylen kept close to Adilandra’s side.

      A rukus from around the corner slowed their party down. A group of Velian soldiers strode through what had once been a clean hall, before the king opened his home up to the wounded and homeless. The soldiers halted mid-stride when they noticed who was crossing them, but Queen Adilandra gestured for them to continue, as their errand appeared urgent. Faylen watched them walk away only to find her eyes fixed on the man between them all. Being dragged by his arms, leaving his broken and battered legs to trail behind him, King Tion of Namdhor had barely enough energy to glance at the elves.

      Faylen had only met the king once, during the banquet on their first visit to Velia, but the man’s strong features were hard to miss, even if he did look to have lost a fight with a troll. Before they turned the next corridor, her elven ears picked up the sneer of one of the Velian guards.

      “Our king will execute you on the spot like the rabid dog you are…”

      Something didn't feel right about killing the king of the north, despite his allegiance to Valanis. Faylen couldn't put her finger on it and decided to leave the business of men’s kings to men. Merkaris Tion was responsible for the deaths of more Velians than she could count; his execution was inevitable.

      The garden was quiet, serene by comparison to the rest of Velia. The sun had finally set on what would surely be known as the bloodiest day in Illian history. The stars sparkled above and the moon offered its calming glow, neither caring for the carnage that had taken place below. Beyond the railing, small fires could be seen in the fields, shedding light on the stack of Darkakin and Namdhorian bodies. Beside them, the fallen king of old lay embedded in the ground, an eyesore on what had once been a beautiful vista of architecture.

      The elders raised their hands and expelled several orbs of soft light, bringing the gardens to life and revealing Asher and the rangers, resting by the rail with Nathaniel and Tauren. Faylen couldn't look at anything but Asher. The ranger, as always, carried a quiet confidence about him, but tonight, his injuries were more apparent. A dark, red cloak draped over his back - a Velian cloak - to match the cloth that concealed his eyes, or what was left of them. It broke Faylen’s heart to see him so. The elf wanted nothing more than to take him away, force rest upon the ranger, and heal him of everything. Asher wouldn't have that and she knew it.

      Despite his lack of eyes, Faylen could tell he was looking at her. There was something undeniable between them, but they both had tasks ahead of them that needed to come first. For just a moment, however, Faylen saw a future where she served Adilandra as the High Guardian and Asher lived with her in Ayda, a place where he might finally know peace. That was the happiest thought she had dreamt up in a long time.

      “Where is Gideon?” Adilandra asked.

      Galanӧr stepped out from behind a tree. “He should be here soon. He said he had to go to Korkanath…”

      Adilandra raised her eyebrow. “A Dragorn’s prerogative…”

      “There he is!” Reyna looked up at the starry sky. Faylen would never tire of the way the princess looked at the world and its wonders.

      It felt odd to know the dragon by name, as only a few had been recorded throughout history, but Faylen looked up now to see Ilargo gliding down before his magnificent wings flapped hard, bringing them to a stop over the gardens. As a smaller dragon, Ilargo fit nicely among the trees and hedges, though he did appear somewhat out of place. Gideon slid down and approached under the glow of an orb. There was no doubt that he was human, but Faylen could sense the magic that flowed through the Dragorn. It gave the young man an extraordinarily regal presence.

      “Sorry I’m late,” he offered. “Did I miss anything?”

      Faylen felt the urge to fill them all in on the massive shift in power that had just taken place, not just for their queen, but also for herself. Still, it was elven business and this meeting was one that concerned the entire realm.

      “No,” Adilandra replied. “You’re right on time.”

      “Great…”

      It was clear to see that Gideon wasn't entirely comfortable in his pivotal role. Faylen had to remember that he was a fraction of her age, if not the youngest person in the garden. Since his unorthodox departure from Korkanath, however, the young Dragorn had taken on the weight of the world.

      Gideon continued, “So we’re all in agreement that The Veil is our priority?”

      “Valanis is a product of the first king and his lot,” Reyna answered. “We must weed out the root if we are to ever know peace.”

      “That sounds easy enough,” Hadavad said, “but if Valanis has taken refuge in Kaliban, we will have to face him.”

      “I can take care of Valanis,” Asher announced.

      “With the gem?” Faylen asked skeptically. “You don't yet look recovered from using it against Alidyr.”

      Asher faced her for a moment. “I can handle it.”

      “Tell them,” Nathaniel said sternly.

      Asher sighed. “I just need to get to the pools.”

      “You wish to enter the pools of Naius?” Adilandra asked alarmed.

      “The power in those pools combined with Paldora’s gem will be more than enough to challenge him.”

      Faylen shook her head. “You will need to do more than simply challenge him. We don't need a distraction at the cost of your life, Asher. If you can't use the gem to kill him, you shouldn't even try.”

      “The pools of Naius drove Valanis mad,” Adilandra explained. “Even if you succeed in killing him, there may be lasting damage.”

      “That’s what the gem’s for,” Asher countered. “I can use it to draw power from the pools.”

      They couldn't argue with that, as much as Faylen would have liked to. Valanis had been hunting it down for over a thousand years to gain control over the magic of the pools.

      “I'm sorry,” Gideon interjected, “but whether Asher succeeds or not, the distraction will be needed. If I can use a destructive spell on The Veil while it’s inside the pools, there’s a chance it could destroy everything along with it. Valanis will have nowhere left to hide. His own power will eventually consume him.”

      “By which time Asher will already be dead,” Nathaniel argued.

      “Thousands have already died in this war,” Gideon replied solemnly, “Atilan has made certain of that. If we don't bring an end to their meddling now, who knows how many Valanises there will be? We have a weapon that can kill him, and I truly hope you do, Asher, but at the very least he can be kept at bay while we destroy The Veil.”

      Faylen could feel her hope fading away. It seemed impossible to argue with the Dragorn’s logic, a wisdom that should have been beyond a man of his years.

      Galanӧr stepped into the light. “I think more credit is owed to the ranger. He has already used the gem without any helping hand from the pools. He has earned the right to at least try.”

      Asher nodded his appreciation at the elf. “I can do it.”

      Doran leaned on the end of his sword. “I’d swallow that’ gem if I were ye, laddy. Ye don't want to be losin’ it, me thinks!”

      “None of this really matters if we can't find Kaliban,” Hadavad pointed out.

      Adilandra looked to Gideon. “Do any of the dragons know of its whereabouts?”

      “No,” Gideon replied with the shake of his head.

      “Not even a general area?” Nathaniel asked.

      “They know he built it high up,” Gideon replied. “Somewhere in the west of Vengora.”

      “The western edge of Vengora is hundreds of miles long,” Nathaniel said.

      Doran wagged his stubby finger in the air. “Not to mention crawling with Gobbers and other fiends.”

      “We should start our expedition immediately then,” Hadavad suggested.

      The group fell into further discussion about the various ways of searching the slumbering mountains. Faylen barely took any of it in. Their words were just sound in her ears, as her mind worked to pull at the memories crawling their way up. This particular conversation gnawed at her, distracting the elf. What was it? What was so important that she…

      Faylen gasped.

      The entire group turned to look at her, but the elf was already sprinting back into the palace. Calls of her name soon faded and Faylen found herself jumping over people sat in the corridors and weaving between Velian soldiers.

      Where is he?

      Faylen followed the freshest trail of blood until she finally came across the same knights who were dragging Merkaris Tion. The king’s legs were truly ruined and actively bleeding, but he didn't seem to notice. Hanging in the arms of the Velians, Merkaris was limp, leaving Faylen to fear the worst.

      “Is he still alive?” The elf rushed up to meet them, halting them moments before they could enter the grand hall.

      “What’s it to you?” one of the soldiers asked.

      The Velian beside him threw his hand into the man’s chest, his eyes fixed on Faylen’s ears. The rude soldier stood a little straighter and apologised.

      “Is he still alive?” Faylen asked, her tone more frantic this time.

      “These are to be his last breaths, My Lady. King Rengar will surely have us execute him.”

      Faylen stood up straight and lifted her chin, her tone authoritative. “By the order of Queen Adilandra, this man is to come with me.”

      The soldiers didn't appear completely convinced.

      “But, My Lady… King Rengar will want -”

      “Does King Rengar know he yet lives?” Faylen asked, looking over the broken man.

      “Not yet. We were going -”

      “You can present him to your king when we are finished with him. We believe he has vital information…” Faylen stumbled for the reason, aware that the Velians believed the war was over. “Vital information for the future of our alliance.”

      The elf could see that this was a subject they didn't want to get in the middle of and she took advantage of their hesitation. With a single hand, Faylen grasped the back of Merkaris’ collar and yanked him in the opposite direction, dragging him at twice the speed of the soldiers.

      Faylen threw the king of the north into the middle of the garden, his broken body sliding down the stone path. “He knows where Kaliban is…”

      “You are sure?” Adilandra asked.

      “Ye can't ask a dead man much!” Doran bellowed.

      “He’s still alive,” Faylen assured them.

      Glaide bent down and checked the king’s pulse with his only working hand. “How could he know where to find Kaliban?” the ranger asked.

      Faylen hesitated, due to the source of her information. “Alidyr told me as much when we were stuck in the pit.”

      “You can't believe a word that came out of that wretch’s mouth,” Tauren said. “His every word was venom and lies.”

      Faylen shook her head. “He had no cause to lie. He mentioned it as an afterthought.”

      “That,” Asher added, “and the fact that he never thought you’d live this long.”

      “Exactly.” Faylen was thankful for the support.

      Doran walked over to the king. “Let’s say he does know.” The dwarf kicked Merkaris in the arm, eliciting a quiet groan. “How do we get him to talk?”

      “Tai’garn?” Adilandra turned to the oldest among them.

      Using his crutches, the elder approached the king. “We don't need him to talk.” Tai’garn was assisted to crouch beside the king, where he laid a hand over Merkaris’ head.

      “What are ye about?” Doran asked.

      “Tis’ an old technique, master dwarf,” the elder explained. “I was taught  by those who came before me shortly before the end of The Dark War.”

      Merkaris grunted, his eyes detached. “I will… never tell you…”

      Tai’garn closed his eyes and Merkaris’ broken body convulsed once, silencing the king. The ancient elf tilted his head this way and that.

      The elder opened his eyes. “This technique has been used on him before… by Valanis. It has left his mind fragile and far too easy to navigate.”

      “Does he know?” Reyna asked. “Does he know where Kaliban is.”

      “The king of Namdhor has indeed been inside its halls.”

      Adilandra gave Faylen a single look that lifted her spirits. In that moment, she could finally allow herself to see the good that had come from the horrors she endured in the pit and at the hands of Alidyr. Faylen had made certain that Reyna reached the docks and stopped the invasion, and now she had provided crucial information. She could only hope that it was enough to lend a decent night’s sleep.

      “Where is it?” Asher asked. “How do we get there?”

      Tai’garn considered his answer. “There is no way to walk in or out of Kaliban. It was made for those who wield magic and none other. It appears Merkaris was found by Alidyr, wandering the caverns beneath the pools.”

      “So we fly…” Gideon said, looking to Ilargo.

      “There’s no need.” Tai’garn gestured to one of the elders, who removed a small wooden box from within his robes. “I have seen Kaliban now. I can open a portal.” The box opened up to reveal a handful of sparkling crystals, all stored with magic.

      “So what are we waiting for?” Doran banged the point of his fat sword against the stone.

      “We?” Asher turned on the dwarf. “Only two of us need to go.” The ranger tilted his head towards Gideon.

      “You’re not going alone!” Reyna protested. “Neither of you can open a portal to return.”

      “That won't be a problem once I’ve been in the pools,” Asher countered.

      “I will go with them,” Galanӧr said with his hands resting on his scimitars.

      “As will I,” Nathaniel added.

      Adilandra stepped forward. “I haven't come this far to miss the end of Valanis.” The queen raised her hand to silence the elders and the generals. “Should I fail to return, I'm sure your collective wisdom will forge ahead with the new age.”

      “You can count on us,” Tauren tapped Doran’s armour plating.

      “No,” Asher quickly replied. “Your people need you now more than ever, Tauren Salimson. Your task is a hard one, but I'm sure, Glaide, Doran, and Hadavad will assist you in any way they can…”

      Doran’s expression foretold of the outburst he was about to unleash, but Glaide spoke before any curse words could leave the dwarf’s mouth.

      “The folk of The Arid Lands will have our aid,” the old ranger said.

      Hadavad spoke boldly. “We will see them ready for their journey home.”

      Tauren was visibly torn by the paths laid out before him. The young man had fought what he believed was right his whole life. Now he had to choose.

      Nathaniel confronted the southerner. “You’ve been fighting since you were a boy for your people. They don't need a fighter now. They need a leader, a leader with strong allies,” he added with a glance over the rangers. “Be what they need, Tauren. Live…”

      Tauren slowly nodded. “You had better all come back.”

      Doran harrumphed and plonked himself down on a stone stool. “Well, this is decidedly shit…”

      Without warning, Ilargo shot into the sky, his beating wings blowing off the leaves from the trees. His flying silhouette quickly disappeared against the starry backdrop as the dragon headed west.

      “Where’s he going?” Galanӧr asked.

      “Vengora,” Gideon replied. “He’s not particularly happy about our chosen form of transportation.”

      “Ilargo won't be able to help inside the caverns of Kaliban,” Tai’garn explained.

      Gideon thumbed over his shoulder. “You try telling him that…”

      “But he doesn't know where to go,” Adilandra stated.

      “Once we’re there, he’ll find me.”

      “Then it is decided,” Reyna announced. “We seven will travel to Kaliban.”

      The queen raised her eyebrow again.

      “There’s really no arguing with her,” Faylen said, scooping a crystal out of the small box.

      “I will open the portal.” Tai’garn was helped to stand. “Perhaps you should all take a crystal… just in case.” Galanӧr, Reyna, and Adilandra took a crystal each, the only ones who knew how to use such magic.

      Galanӧr naturally stood with Gideon, while Reyna and Nathaniel clustered around Asher. Faylen stood with her queen, ready to join them in passing through the portal.

      Tai’garn stopped before he flung the crystal. “Despite what we know, I can see nothing but divine hands at work here. Fate has brought you all together, man and elf. If there are gods out there, listening to us, then I would pray that this alliance is finally enough to make our world safe again.” The elder threw the crystal into the open space in front of the railing, where the magic inside exploded. The portal ripped through reality, a circle of black against the horizon, its edges sparking with lightning.

      Asher pulled free his silvyr short-sword and led the way, into the abyss…
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      Asher didn't need acute senses to feel the blistering cold that greeted them on the other side of the portal. The wind howled, blowing everyone’s cloaks and hair in every direction. His sense of touch informed the ranger that he was standing on a slab of stone, and the breath in his lungs told him of their elevated altitude. The sounds bouncing off the rock built the picture of a balcony in his mind, the whistling wind rushing between the stone railing.

      Everyone stepped out of the portal with their weapon of choice ready. Reyna pointed Adellum’s bow, covering every corner of the balcony, while Nathaniel kept Asher’s bow on the only door. Gideon, Faylen, and Galanӧr spread out with their scimitars in hand. Adilandra was the only one who had stepped through without a weapon, at least not one made of steel or wood. The queen of elves raised her hands, each one a glowing mass of flames and burning energy.

      Asher kept his silvyr short-sword by his side, sensing the lack of any presence but their own. “Well, we’re not dead yet,” he said, making for the door.

      Once inside, his new cloak fell to the floor again and his bones thanked him for getting out of the chill. The chamber was sparse but for a large bed and an enormous fireplace, which did its very best to heat the room.

      “This is where he sleeps?” Reyna whispered. “I never thought of Valanis as being someone who sleeps.”

      “For all his power,” Adilandra warned, “he is still an elf. Don't allow your mind to make him something more than he is.”

      Asher sniffed the air. “He hasn't slept in here for days, maybe longer.”

      Gideon sighed. “He must be in the pools…”

      The group cautiously left the bedchamber behind and began their exploration of Kaliban. The stone corridors had an endless feel to them, with rooms that led to more rooms, each long forgotten. Torches lined the walls, their heat and sound acting like beacons for Asher’s senses. The wind always found its way in, howling through the hallways in its attempt to disorientate them. Every time he thought he had found Valanis’ scent, the wind blew through and redirected him. It didn't help that he was surrounded by six rapidly beating hearts and soft footsteps that sounded to him like a herd of sheep.

      “This place is a maze,” Galanӧr observed.

      Nathaniel displaced the air as he turned to face the ranger. “Asher?”

      “It’s hard to say,” he replied. “My best guess is we keep heading into the mountain, but every time I pick him up we get sent down another one of these damn corridors.”

      The group continued through the stone halls, checking every room they came across. It occurred to Asher that Valanis might have ways and means of avoiding detection, but the ranger couldn't think of any spell that could hide both scent and sound. He had to remind himself who he was hunting…

      “Look at this,” Reyna called softly.

      The princess was standing in front of a wall at the head of a T-junction. Asher could tell by the way her voice bounced off the stone that it was smoother than the wall around it.

      “What is it?” Faylen asked.

      Everytime someone spoke, the sound built a more detailed picture in the ranger’s mind. This particular slab of stone had been carved up to show what appeared to be a massive battle. Asher ran his hands over the carvings, taking in the details of the dragons and the fortress in the centre of the mural.

      “It’s the First War,” Gideon explained. “The last battle between Atilan’s forces and the Dragon Riders.”

      Reyna ran her hand over the mural. “Does Valanis know the truth about the gods, about Atilan?”

      “I think not,” Adilandra replied. “I was only a child when he began his fanatical crusade, but I remember his preaching before it turned into war. Valanis believed the gods had once lived on Verda as we do, but they were banished to the heavens by the dragons. He’s always believed it was his destiny to bring them back.”

      Asher didn't care much for the history lesson. Every word they spoke echoed throughout the halls of Kaliban, giving them away.

      Other such murals decorated the walls, each telling its own story, but Faylen always put a hand on Reyna’s shoulder to focus the princess. Now was not a time to explore the relics of the past.

      “Wait,” Adilandra said, frozen to the spot.

      The group turned around to find the queen of elves standing in the middle of another empty junction with her eyes closed. Adilandra’s hand slowly lifted into the air, her palm outstretched.

      “What is it, Mother?”

      Adilandra’s eyes snapped open. “I can feel it.”

      Asher joined the queen and focused his senses down the corridor they had chosen to leave. The ranger knocked the end of his silvyr blade against the wall and listened. The sound bounced off the stone as it ran down the hall until it changed at the last second. The difference was very subtle, but to Asher’s ears, he could tell the difference between stone and jagged rock.

      “There’s a cave system at the end of this hall,” he explained.

      “I can feel the magic of the pools,” Adilandra added.

      As if they were one person, the group stopped breathing and their heartbeats increased. This was it and they all knew it. There would be no going back after they entered the cave.

      “Destroy The Veil as quickly as you can,” Asher reminded Gideon.

      “Make sure you keep hold of that gem,” the Dragorn replied.

      The seven companions crept through the hall and into a cave network pitched in darkness. Faylen produced an orb of light to guide those without any Nightseye elixir in their veins.

      “Does anybody else feel that?” Nathaniel asked cryptically.

      “Yes,” Galanӧr answered. “I feel strange…”

      Asher could feel it too. The further into the cavern they journeyed, the more pronounced the strange feeling became. The ranger felt it more keenly than the others, however, due to his sensitive inner-ear. His every step didn't feel right, as if the ground wasn't, in fact, the ground.

      “This is definitely not right,” Reyna announced.

      The princess was standing upside down on the ceiling of the cave.

      Gideon took an explorative step before skipping up the wall to join her. “I have seen magic like this before, in Dragons’ Reach. We must be getting close to the pools.”

      It wasn't long before the glow from the pools washed against the ranger’s face. The pools felt alive to Asher, who could hear the unusual crystals within. All thirteen of the pools moved gently, as if each was a miniature ocean, only the water was solid and liquid at the same time. The cavern that housed them was large, the space supported by a series of random, natural pillars, dotted with stalactites.

      The companions moved deeper into the cavern.

      “I see it now…” Valanis’ voice came from everywhere, halting the group. “For eons, my kin have considered our grace, our very nature to be what sets us apart from man. But I see it now, in you, Ranger. That drive, the tenacity, the reck-less-ness… There really is no difference between you and me.”

      The dark elf slowly emerged from the pool in front of them. The armour and mask were gone, replaced with clean, dark robes, a contrast to his long, blond hair and pale face. Asher could hear the elf’s skin crackling with energy over what sounded like the coursing rivers of his veins.

      “You have come here to kill me,” Valanis continued. “But even now you fulfill divine words by bringing me that which I have sought for over millennia.” The dark elf focused on Gideon. “I am not evil, as you have been led to believe. Give The Veil to me and I will see you all die without suffering.”

      “They’re not real gods!” Reyna blurted.

      “Reyna!” Adilandra warned.

      “Listen to your mother, child,” Valanis said. “Blasphemy is not permitted here.”

      “It’s true!” Reyna continued. “They’re humans, all of them. They came first and they made us; that’s probably the only thing you’ve ever been right about.”

      Valanis laughed. “Is that it? What a master of lies you are, Princess. You still have a way to go, however, if you’re ever to compete with your father. Now there’s an elf who truly lost his way.”

      The ranger had heard enough. He charged at Valanis with his silvyr blade held high and a roar on his lips.

      “Stop!” Valanis raised his hand and a wave of fractured light washed over Asher and the others.

      The ranger stopped, hearing the gasps and groans of his friends behind. They were as still as the rock that surrounded them, almost. Asher’s senses could still detect the slow movements of their limbs and weapons. Reyna’s fingers had released her arrow, but the projectile had yet to leave the bow it moved so slowly. Galanӧr and Faylen were in the middle of raising their scimitars while Adilandra and Gideon had the earliest sparks of a spell forming in their palms. Valanis flicked his fingers and a crystal was torn free from the pocket of every elf and abandoned on the ground.

      “There will be no leaving, I'm afraid,” Valanis continued casually. “I applaud you for your efforts, not just in your accomplishments since meeting the princess, but even before. Adoption into Nightfall isn't easy, especially for an Outlander, so wild and free. You have stood against more than most men and had the skill to survive it. That's the difference between a legend and a hero.” Valanis sat down on the edge of the pools and stroked the surface of the crystals. “West Fellion, Syla’s Gate, Velia… I can see why they would consider you.”

      Asher didn't care for much of his words and understood even less. The ranger was using the time to plan his attack, predict Valanis’ counter-attacks and strategise his own counters. Until he could reach one of the pools, magic was off the table, leaving them to close combat. For all of his experience in the world of fighting, Asher suspected he was still no match for the ancient elf sitting before him.

      “Have you seen it, Ranger? Have you seen how this is going to end? What will be your first move? How will it make me move and how shall I defend myself? You might appear to be more than just a man, but you are a man none the less. I can see the cogs working behind that blindfold.”

      Asher had the advantage of not having to look in order to see his surroundings. The dark elf was expecting him to attack with the blade in his hand, so the ranger wouldn't attack. From the sound and warmth that poured out of the pools, Asher knew that the pillar to his right was the only thing between him and the nearest source of magic. If he charged Valanis and altered his course at the last second, he could dive into the pool and change the game.

      Asher growled. “Just like all the others… you talk too much.”

      He broke into a sprint, aware that Valanis was still sitting down, and tried his damnedest to look as if he was about to lunge. After clearing the pillar, the ranger dashed to his right, his red cloak swept out behind him. The pool was so close, only a few feet and he could make the jump. His hand went for the gem on his belt, ready to wrestle control of the magic.

      Asher’s senses found it hard to understand what happened, but it didn't really matter; Valanis was emerging from the pool as he had the other. The ranger skidded to a stop when the dark elf stepped out of the pool, dripping solid crystals that quickly turned back to liquid. He tilted his head, searching the spot where Valanis had been sitting behind him, but there was no sign of life. The elf in front of him was no illusion.

      Valanis smiled in amusement. “That's your plan?” The dark elf laughed, striding towards the ranger. “These pools nearly killed me, they would turn you inside out. Besides, the gods would never allow you to draw power from this well.”

      “I've got something you don't.” Asher continued to back off with his blade held high.

      “I have The Veil now.” Valanis looked to Gideon’s frozen form. “After I bring back the gods I won't need Paldora’s gem, I'll be a god! Besides, even with the gem, you’re still human. You overestimate yourself.”

      Asher could feel the dark elf’s skin temperature rising, his heart rate increasing. “I might not have eyes, but I can still see. You need the gem, even now. How long have you got before that shard on your finger runs dry.”

      “Oh, I see,” Valanis purred. “You hope to survive until I collapse. I'll have you crippled and The Veil in my grasp in moments. It really depends on how slowly I beat you into the ground…”

      The ranger halted his retreat and ran at Valanis, jumping into the air with his rune blade pointed at his face. The elf took a step back and shifted his shoulders, evading the edge of the silvyr by inches. Every swipe of his blade found nothing but air, with Valanis taking a step back in time with every swing.

      The dark elf batted the short-sword from his hand and grabbed him by the throat. “Don't worry, you'll live long enough to witness the new age.”

      Asher dropped the rune blade and thrashed under the pressure around his throat. He ran through the counter-attack that seemed most obvious, but Valanis was quicker and stronger. If he lashed out with his free hand, the elf would surely intercept it and cause more damage. It had been many years since the ranger had executed such an unorthodox technique, but it was the only thing he could do to get out of the vice-like hold. Using Valanis’ outstretched arm as leverage, the ranger pulled his legs up and entwined them around the limb before twisting his whole body. Valanis had two choices in that moment; release him or suffer a dislocated arm.

      Asher found his answer when the ground rushed up to meet him, delivering a painful impact against his back. Even now, the ranger could hear Nasta Nal-Aket’s voice echoing through his memories.

      Never give them an inch, boy! Grit your teeth and acknowledge pain for the old friend that it is. Always attack!

      Asher gritted his teeth and lashed out with his leg, bringing his foot into the back of Valanis’ knee. The dark elf dropped to one knee and the ranger brought his other foot up to kick him in the face. A cascade of dark robes rolled away but Asher could taste the blood in the air. Valanis slowly rose from the ground with his finger examining the cut on his bottom lip. The ranger could hear the blood being rubbed between the elf’s finger and thumb.

      “Don't worry,” Asher groaned. “You’ll see a lot more of that before I'm finished with you.”

      Valanis sneered and came at Asher with a vengeance. The ranger’s senses could interpret the elf’s attacks, but his mind and muscles simply weren't up to the task of competing. Valanis landed blow after blow into Asher’s chest, gut and face. Each one hurt like hell and pushed the ranger back until the dark elf finally stopped holding back. The last fist shot out like a hammer into Asher’s chest and took his feet from the ground. The flight across the cavern was short, brought to an end by one of the natural pillars.

      Had Asher still been in possession of eyes, his vision would have been blurry from the knock to his head. Thankfully, his heightened senses continued to fill his mind with information about his surroundings. Unfortunately, they told him Valanis was walking towards him. The dark elf picked him up with ease by the throat and pinned him to the pillar.

      “Perhaps I'll keep you as a pet. I might even give you your eyes back. That way you can kneel at my throne and watch as the god of war cleanses your filth from the earth.”

      Asher could feel his face going from red to purple. The ranger stopped grasping at Valanis’ wrist and gripped the elf’s thumb, bending it inwards until he heard the snap. Air rushed into his desperate lungs but he had no time to steady himself; Valanis was clutching his broken thumb with a face of rage. Asher threw one arm out and then the other, doing his best to ruin the dark elf’s chiseled features and land a punch that might disorientate him. Valanis took every one before he whipped up his hand and caught Asher’s fist. Knuckles of steel shot out and collided with the ranger’s face.

      Blacking out was the only conclusion Asher could come to, having no memory of falling at all. Valanis was standing over him drooling blood from his battered mouth. The first kick was delivered when Asher found his hands and knees, but the second kick sent him rolling across the ground with more than one broken rib. The ranger stayed where his momentum had left him, his red cloak splayed out. Every breath was agony, but the feel of silvyr against his leg focused him. The short-sword was hidden beneath his cloak and Valanis was approaching.

      A strong hand grasped the back of his leather armour, by the neck, and yanked him up. Asher turned around on his way up and gave nothing away as he thrust the rune blade towards Valanis’ gut. That should have been it. The blade had been hidden, carefully picked up without the silvyr scraping along the ground. Yet, somehow, the dark elf had intercepted the blade by the hilt and twisted it around in the blink of an eye.

      Asher gasped, gripping the hilt of his own blade, the blade that was now inside of him.

      The ranger couldn't form a single word. Pain and shock had a hold of his tongue and refused to let go. His knees quickly went weak, but he barely noticed the impact of the ground.

      Valanis stepped back. “If you didn't see this coming, you weren't half the man I gave you credit for.” The dark elf tugged at the pouch on Asher’s belt, feeling the gem within. “To think of all the blood I shed to hold this. Now, at the end, I don’t even need it.” Valanis removed the gem and discarded it beside the ranger as if it were naught but a rock.

      Asher opened his mouth to say something, anything. Through laboured breath, the ranger remained on his knees as Valanis turned around and walked towards the others. Reyna’s arrow had finally left her bow, sailing silently through the air until Valanis tapped it away. Gideon was helpless to do anything when The Veil was picked from his inside pocket.

      “At last…” Valanis held up a small metallic orb.

      Asher fell back as a jolt of sharp pain ran through his gut. He had failed. In moments, Valanis would open the portal and Atilan would be free, the most powerful caster the world had ever known. For all the lives Asher had saved, he realised now that all he had done was give them a bit more time. A great shadow was about to consume Verda and all he could do was bleed out and watch the beginning of the end.

      As his senses faded, the only thing he could focus on was the sound of the crystal pools and their hypnotic motion. The ranger tilted his head. The nearest pool was only a foot beyond his head. Behind the miniature waves, Asher could still hear the beating hearts of his friends. They were still alive, which meant there was still a chance.

      It took everything he had to pull the silvyr blade free of his body and keep his mouth shut. Blood immediately poured out of the gaping wound, taking what little remained of his life with it. He had only seconds before his limbs disobeyed his command and left him to die. Everything felt slow, but the ranger crawled over the ground and lifted himself over the lip of the pool. The warmth bathed his face, beckoning him.

      With nothing to lose, he snatched the gem from the ground and fell in.

      A loud protest escaped Valanis’ mouth, but the words were lost on Asher. The ranger felt every inch of his body submerge into what felt like a storm underwater. Time quickly lost all meaning, leaving him to wonder if he had been inside this cocoon of magic for eternity, dreaming of his life as a ranger. His skin, muscles, and skeleton felt like three people living inside his body, each growing out of proportion to the other. The agony quickly turned into ecstasy before returning sharply to searing pain again. Voices came at him from the void, some threatening, others promising unlimited power.

      At first there was a resistance and the magic of the pools threatened to abandon him. The gods, as they liked to be known, were withholding their power. Asher gripped the gem, demanding more magic. The tug of war raged between him and the gods, each vying for more control. The gem couldn’t be denied. The ranger could feel the magic being drawn from the pool and fed into his being. He was winning…

      The darkness was banished when a circle of light appeared from above. Looking up, if looking was the right description, the circle moved with the same motion as the pools, the light fractured by the ever-shifting crystals. Asher wasn't sure what was real or tangible anymore, but he could feel Paldora’s gem in his closed fist.

      He thought of Reyna, Nathaniel… Faylen. The haze began to lift as his focus returned. How he moved he wasn't sure, but he wanted to reach the light and so he did. Reality and all its sharp edges returned with a renewed clarity. He was seeing the world again, his eyes restored and the blindfold gone. The wound in his gut was replaced by smooth skin and the strength in his bones felt harder than silvyr.

      Valanis was staring at him.

      Asher looked down at his closed fist and saw the light within, shining through the gaps in his fingers. Unlike Valanis, his skin wasn't glowing and his heart wasn't pounding to keep up with the magic that coursed through his veins. He had complete control.

      “It’s not possible…” the elf whispered.

      Asher smiled and sank back into the pool. He re-emerged from the pool above Valanis’ head and dropped down, flipping his body to stand on what appeared to be the ceiling. The ranger back-handed the elf with a fist that had magic pulsing within. The dark elf flew into the pool that lined the wall, disappearing under the glow of the crystals. He looked about, but Valanis was yet to show himself, hiding somewhere inside the network that connected every pool.

      The ranger erected a shield around himself, ensuring he couldn't be attacked from behind while he freed his friends. A wave of the hand shattered the spell that encased them all, sending shards of fractured air floating around the companions as they tried to make sense of what was happening.

      Faylen cupped his face. “Your eyes…”

      “What’s happening?” Adilandra asked.

      “Where’s Valanis?” Gideon kept Mournblade held high. The Dragorn felt his chest and his face dropped. “Where’s The Veil?”

      “Beyond your reach!” Valanis bellowed from the other side of the cavern. The dark elf stepped out of the pool with The Veil floating over his open palm. “You may have the gem, Ranger. But all that magic won't help you against me.” Valanis held up the back of his hand, displaying the silver ring that had once belonged to Asher. “We’re both immune to magic. How long before I prise that rock from your hand and watch you explode?”

      Asher gripped Paldora’s gem tightly. “I'm a lot stronger now…” The ranger squeezed Faylen’s hand before jumping into the air. He only had to jump so far before the shift in gravity pulled him up and had him diving through the pool above.

      In the beat of a heart, the ranger launched himself out of the pool behind Valanis and grabbed the elf with both arms. The two struggled, but Asher could feel the difference between their strength was marginal now. The crystals were thrown about in their thrashing as the ranger pulled Valanis back into the pool with him. Their fight continued on another plane as they travelled between pools, each taking blows that would kill an ordinary man.

      They emerged from every pool with only a second between each appearance. Blinding flashes of light illuminated the shadows when Asher planted a solid hit against the dark elf’s face. The power of the crystals continuously healed them, forcing the fighters to tear their opponent from the pools to inflict damage. Still, Valanis was stronger. Asher knew that even with the gem, there was only so long he could keep this fight going.

      The ranger waited until they emerged from the pools closest to the group before reaching for The Veil. Asher slammed Valanis’ arm down on the jagged edge of the pool and jammed his elbow into the elf’s wrist, releasing his hold of the orb. Gideon’s warning about any man touching The Veil was a distant echo in Asher’s mind; wresting it from Valanis was his sole focus.

      “NO!” Valanis screamed.

      “Don't!” the Dragorn shouted.

      Asher caught The Veil and threw it towards them, where it exploded with brilliant light.

      “Destroy it!” Asher yelled before Valanis struck him across the face.

      The dark elf made to leave the pool but Asher gripped him by the waist and yanked him back in, bringing them out from another pool where they could see the others. Gideon was running for the metallic orb sat beneath the portal of light. Valanis struck Asher again and tried to dive out of the pool, but Asher wasn't letting go, clawing at the elf’s skin. They were both glued in place with the ranger holding back Valanis with one arm wrapped around his arm and the other around his throat. All they could do was watch as a hand pushed through the white light. The dark elf lessened his struggle in that moment, believing that he was witnessing the emergence of a god.

      Gideon slid across the ground with the grace of an elf and swiped his Vi’tari blade over his head. The hand parted cleanly from its arm and fell at the Dragorn’s feet. Valanis jostled and thrashed to get free, screaming as he did. The dark elf placed his free hand over Asher’s closed fist, the arm of which was currently wrapped around his throat, and squeezed with all his might. The ranger could feel the gem piercing his flesh as his bones were crushed around it.

      Gideon had The Veil in his hand now. The Dragorn leaped and ran up the nearest pillar until he was by the edge of a pool, nestled between a cluster of stalactites. He thrust his hand into the crystals and uttered a single destructive spell. Having his hand inside the pool was clearly unpleasant for the young mage, but his cry of pain never stopped him from fulfilling his duty.

      Asher could feel the magic inside the pools change. A surge of raw power pulled at the crystals from another realm, as if every pool was about to be sucked under. Valanis continued to crush his hand and the gem within, but the ranger had him in a hold that couldn't easily be broken.

      “NO!” the dark elf cried.

      Bloodied, red robes and the head of a mage’s staff entered their reality, followed by the head and shoulders of an old man with a long, white beard. A weathered face of rage and torment poked through the white light.

      Gideon shouted down at the king of the gods, “This world was never yours to claim!” The Dragorn exerted more energy, pouring his might into the spell.

      The white light suddenly collapsed in on itself, severing Atilan’s head and shoulders from his body. Valanis stopped struggling at the sight and his grip around Asher’s fist finally eased.

      “It cannot be,” the dark elf whispered, his words barely audible.

      Asher tightened his arm around Valanis’ throat. “If you didn't see this coming…” The dark elf began to struggle again, threatening to break his hold. “Ah… you get it!” The ranger poured magic into his strength and twisted his arm around, bringing Valanis’ head with it.

      The herald of the gods went limp in Asher’s arms. The ranger looked down at his glowing body and let it sink beneath the crystal surface. Valanis was dead.

      Gideon dropped back down to their orientation with a smoking hand. Asher could feel through the pools that there was nothing left of The Veil. He could also feel the ripple effect its destruction was having on the well of magic that supported Kaliban. The cavern began to quake and the walls crumbled. Stalactites were shaken free and sent careening in every direction, their fall distorted by the shifts in gravity.

      “We need to get out of here!” Galanӧr warned. “The whole cavern is collapsing!”

      “Asher, come on!” Nathaniel beckoned.

      The ranger remained very still, half of his body still inside the pool.

      “Asher!” Reyna added to the call.

      Faylen was the first to rush to the edge of the pool and place a hand on Asher’s shoulder. “What’s wrong? Why aren't you coming?”

      “We need to go!” Gideon shouted over the falling rock.

      Adilandra held up her hands and cast a spell to stop a slab of rock from falling on Reyna and Nathaniel as they joined Faylen by Asher’s side.

      “I cannot follow…” Asher said. He hated the effect his words had on his friends’ faces. The ranger held out his hand and revealed the black dust, the remains of Paldora’s gem, as it fell from his palm.

      “No!” Reyna screamed with fresh tears streaming down her face.

      Nathaniel couldn't find any words, his expression twisted into horror and despair. Faylen tentatively placed a hand on Asher’s cheek with tears of her own streaking down her face.

      “I'm sorry…” Asher whispered.

      Faylen tilted her head, oblivious to the destruction around them. “We never got to live…”

      Asher nodded, unable to keep his tears back. “I know.”

      Without the gem, the pools of Naius unleashed their power on the ranger. He was forced back into the depths under its raw magnitude. His cry was no longer human, distorted by the magic. Golden veins pulsed against his glowing skin, threatening to expand until he was turned inside out. He was left panting on the lip of the pool, unsure when the end would finally take him.

      “I don't have long,” he said. “Neither do you.” Faylen’s face screwed up, her defiance showing. “You have to go, now.”

      Another pulse ran up Asher’s spine and he roared into the cavern, his every muscle tensed on the verge of convulsion. The power flowing through him now was magic in its purest form, begging to be unleashed. The ranger’s eyes snapped open again and he saw Nathaniel’s blood-shot eyes looking back at him. Where the idea came from, Asher couldn't say, but the magic flowing through him wanted out and he knew exactly what to do with it. The ranger reached out and gripped Nathaniel by the face and released a small slither of magic. Asher directed it through the knight’s body, infiltrating his vessels until every inch of him was humming with power.

      Unleashing just a portion of the magic broke the dam he had been holding up. Now it all wanted out. The next pulse of energy was only moments away and it would be the end of him.

      “What was that?” Nathaniel asked, still gasping.

      Asher looked at Reyna and the knight. “Now you have forever.” He could tell they didn't know what that meant yet, but in time, they would. “You have to live. Live for me…” Every word was a strain.

      The cavern was rocked by another quake and several pools were buried under the tons of rock that surrounded them.

      “I can’t find the crystals!” Galanӧr was running his hands over the rocky ground, searching for the crystals Valanis had taken from them.

      “There’s not time! We have to go!” Gideon pulled at them, but it took all of them to pull Faylen away.

      Asher watched them run back into the halls of Kaliban before he sank back into the depths. The next convulsion would be upon him in moments. Inside the cocoon, the ranger stretched out the last of his supernatural awareness, making sure his friends made it out alive before he finally perished. The fluid that surrounded him was a lightning storm, but still, he held on. His sight pierced the cavern, though whether it was real or just another dream was impossible to tell.

      In the void between worlds, Asher smiled. Kaliban crumpled around him, burying the evil that had resided there for eons.

      The ranger at last gave into the magic, finally at peace with his place in the world…
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        * * *

      

      Nathaniel ran, pushing Reyna and pulling Faylen down the stone corridors. Putting one leg in front of the other was all he could do. The halls were collapsing around them, reducing the fortress to dust under the mountain’s reclamation. The knight’s mind was numb, fixed on his lasting image of Asher, his friend. The ranger’s final touch had left him with an unusual feeling in his chest, as if he had been given a new heart and its unique rhythm was thundering in his ears.

      “This way!” Gideon shot down the hall to their left as the corridor to their right imploded.

      Nathaniel was forced to roll out of the way before he could be squashed by a falling slab of stone. Reyna’s strong hand hooked under his arm and dragged him back up to speed.

      “Keep running!” Gideon called from the front.

      “Where are we going?” Galanӧr shouted over the falling debris.

      Nathaniel had the same burning question on his mind. All of Kaliban was coming down on their heads and there was no way on or off the mountain.

      “Trust me!” Gideon replied as he thrust his hand out, shielding them with magic from a collapsing wall.

      Faylen ran beside the knight but her expression was vacant. At least she was following them now, having required a lot of arms to remove her from the cavern.

      “Down here!” Gideon thrust out his hand again and blew the door to Valanis’ bedchamber off its hinges.

      Nathaniel was hesitant to enter the dead end, but anything but rushing through the threshold meant certain death. The Dragorn quickly led them back onto the balcony and the bitter chill.

      Now they were doomed, the knight was sure.

      Kaliban was almost gone behind them and the balcony on which they stood would soon be gone with it.

      “Now what?” he asked.

      Gideon ran to the edge and peered into the thick clouds beyond, an impenetrable fog. The Dragorn appeared unsure for a moment, but his thoughts remained his own. When the balcony shook and the rock supporting it became loose, Nathaniel demanded answers, fearing more for Reyna’s life than his own.

      “Jump.” Gideon’s command was met with five questioning expressions. The balcony shook again. “Jump!” the Dragorn shouted, taking a step over the edge.

      Galanӧr and Adilandra were the first to accept Gideon’s order and followed him over the lip. The three vanished beneath the cloudbank, their fall as silent as a raindrop.

      “You heard him!” Faylen ran for the edge and dived over.

      Nathaniel grabbed Reyna’s hand and the two jumped together. The stone under their feet broke away with their last step, joining them in their fall. The clouds masked everything, including their proximity to the ground, or even an outcropping of rock that might spell their end. They continued to drop for a few more seconds before the fog disappeared and the landscape of The Ice Vales was revealed. Had they not been falling it would have been the most incredible of views.

      The panic that had found itself a home in Nathaniel’s mind prevented him from seeing the truth of their situation. The elves, along with Gideon, were not beneath them, falling as they were. That’s when a red dragon shot past them and spread out its wings, matching their descent. The knight let go of Reyna’s hand and the two reached out, each grabbing a spike on the back of the dragon. Once they were firmly attached, the dragon flapped its wings and gained altitude, bringing the others into view.

      Gideon was astride Ilargo in the lead, while Galanӧr, Adilandra, and Faylen sat atop a blue dragon Nathaniel had never seen before. The knight spread his fingers across his own dragon’s scales, unbelieving of their luck.

      “Ilargo brought some friends!” Gideon called back.

      Nathaniel gripped Reyna’s hand again, thankful for the dragons and their timely arrival. The two shared an intense look, holding a silent conversation that spoke of their grief.

      Reyna brought her head into his. “What do we do now?” she asked.

      Nathaniel swallowed his grief and anger, seeing Asher’s face when he closed his eyes. “Now we live.” The knight offered his princess a smile. “We live for him…”
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      Six Months Later…

      It was the clearest and warmest day that late winter had to offer. Not even a dark cloud ventured across the sky to ruin such a perfect picture. Gideon clapped his hands, beaming from ear to ear. He couldn't remember the last time he had felt this happy or content, but right now, on the cliffs of The Shining Coast, watching two of his friends get married, was a moment he would cherish forever.

      “To Mr. and Mrs. Galfrey!” Jonus Glaide shouted over the applause.

      It was a far more private gathering than should have been granted to an elven princess, but it was what they had wanted and there were few who dared to challenge two of the most famous heroes in the realm. Gideon counted himself lucky to have spent so much time with them over the last six months, helping to rebuild Velia. It was an honour to be counted as a friend, and not just to the few gathered on the cliffs today, but also to the elves.

      The Dragorn glanced at Queen Adilandra, a proud mother. Faylen, beside her, appeared just as happy for the couple, though a sadness still lived deep inside of her. It was the same sadness they had all carried since that night in the caves of Kaliban. Gideon hadn't felt Asher’s loss quite so keenly, but it was still hard to see his friends suffer the loss.

      “Let us raise a cup to the happy couple!” Doran Heavybelly roared.

      Gideon raised his cup and knocked it cheerily against Galanӧr’s cup.

      Nathaniel and Reyna walked back down the aisle of petals, thanking everyone for coming. Tauren Salimson, now a leading member of the new ruling council in The Arid Lands, embraced them both. The southerner had made the trip just for the occasion, stating that he wouldn't have missed it for the world.

      We should visit Tregaran and Ameeraska soon, Ilargo said. Make certain this slave business is done with.

      Gideon glanced up at the green dragon. I think Tauren has already done a good job of that. You just want to burn some more stuff…

      Ilargo sat up a little straighter, adjusting the regal pose he had taken from his mother. I just want to rid the world of all its evil.

      I wouldn't worry about that. You'll get your chance...

      Gideon looked at the young woman beside Tauren. Hadavad took her turn embracing the newlyweds, leaving her staff to stand perfectly on end. For months he and the mage had held private discussions about the ancient scroll King Elym had brought back from Ayda. The black handprint at the bottom of the scroll had been of particular interest to Hadavad, as well as Atilan’s grimoire, though both the scroll and book now belonged to Gideon, a gift from Adilandra. His priority was the new Dragorn order, but his mind had been plagued for months with thoughts of what else was out there. Seeing the happy couple, however, he knew the mysteries of the first kingdom would have to wait.

      Reyna and Nathaniel pulled him into an embrace that spoke of genuine love to Gideon. More than that, the Dragorn could feel the magic that emanated from them both. It wasn't unusual to feel such a presence among elves, but Nathaniel had an aura to him that was entirely unnatural for a human. Gideon had a feeling he would have the pleasure of calling Nathaniel Galfrey his friend for a long time to come.

      As the sun reached the highest peak it was going to find in late winter, the party sat down at a long table that had been set up by King Rengar’s servants earlier that morning. The pavilion and small fires kept the chill and wind at bay, leaving just enough space for Ilargo to fit his head through the tent flaps. They ate and drank together, pausing only once to toast the empty chair beside Nathaniel. The knight had taken the silvyr short-sword from his belt and placed in against the chair.

      “To those who gave their life… so that we might have life.”

      Gideon lifted his cup of wine, taking a moment to remember his own losses. Adriel... Abigail… Even the dragons who had perished in the battle of Velia clung to him.

      The day began to wane and night eventually found the white cliffs of The Shining Coast, but still, they drank and laughed, enjoying the celebration they all so deserved.

      “So what are ye to do next?” Doran asked, his question posed to the Galfreys.

      Reyna and Nathaniel met each other’s eyes with a smile on their face, having already discussed that very question openly with Gideon over the last six months.

      “It turns out that during our time in Lirian,” Nathaniel explained, “Asher went to a bank of Stowhold and changed some details regarding the piece of land he was promised by King Rengar. It was part of his deal to escort Reyna and Fallen to Velia.”

      “He left it to us!” Reyna interjected. “To the Galfreys,” she added with an affectionate smile for Nathaniel.

      “Full o’ surprises that one!” Doran replied.

      “Where is this piece of land?” Glaide asked.

      Nathaniel laughed. “You’re sitting on it!”

      Tauren’s eyes went wide. “At least you’ll have a view!”

      The table fell into various discussions, mostly about what the future might hold, though Doran was determined to tell tales from his two centuries of life. Old habits, Gideon mused.

      The Dragorn had the honour of sitting next to the queen of elves. Adilandra was still very much the warrior he had met in the south of Ayda, but after six months of peace, the queen had settled back into life as royalty, and her appearance was what he would ordinarily expect from a jewel such as her. Gideon was thankful to have seen not only her transition to the head of the elven nation, but also to see her let go of some of that rage. The Darkakin had awoken something inside of her, a feral animal that perhaps lived in everyone. It seemed, however, that there was nothing Adilandra couldn't overcome for her people.

      “How do you feel about Reyna living in Illian?” he asked amid the hubbub.

      I'm not sure you’re supposed to ask a queen such questions, Ilargo warned.

      Gideon instantly regretted it, reminding himself that they weren't squatting on some rooftop in Malaysai anymore. He now spoke to the head of a nation.

      Adilandra hesitated. “I will miss her, and Nathaniel. I have no doubt they will be the ones to form a bridge between Illian and Ayda.” The queen’s features softened. “I just wish they could do it from Ayda…”

      “I knew you wouldn't miss the wedding,” Gideon said, “but I am surprised you have yet to return to The Opal Coast.”

      “Staying on Illian soil for the last six months has had its advantages,” Adilandra replied. “As well as helping to rebuild Velia, we have had meetings with the heads of Lirian and Grey Stone. Our alliances here grow stronger every day we are here.”

      “What of your own people?” Gideon asked

      Adilandra sighed. “That will take time. Every warrior who sailed The Adean came here believing they were going to reclaim Illian over the bodies of every man, woman, and child. With Tai’garn and the elders behind me, the transition has been easier. For now, they obey their queen; that's all I can ask. In time we will return to the old ways.”

      “I look forward to that.” Gideon offered a hopeful smile. “Has anyone heard from Elym?”

      Adilandra sat back and let Faylen answer that. “Rumours mostly,” she said. “It’s believed he was seen leaving Velia the same day we arrived back from Kaliban. Some say his heading was north, but others swear he continued west.”

      Gideon could see that the topic made Adilandra uncomfortable. “And how do you fare, High Guardian?”

      Faylen’s smile wasn't quite genuine. “I fear my loss of Reyna will see me stealing crystals from the elders and portalling back here every other day to see her.” They laughed together, Adilandra included. Faylen finally offered a serious answer, if a little strained. “I see no better way of honouring the fallen than by helping to usher in a new age of peace. Peace was all he wanted…” she added quietly.

      Galanӧr has left the tent, Ilargo said.

      Gideon looked across the table and noted the empty chair beside Hadavad. The Dragorn excused himself, raising a cup to Reyna and Nathaniel as he stood up to leave. He stroked the scales of his favourite dragon on the way out.

      The waves of The Adean roared below the cliffs, battering against the white walls. Above the ocean was another ocean of heavenly proportions. A crescent moon shared the sky with a host of stars, a beautiful backdrop to the silhouette of a lone elf. Galanӧr stood by the edge of the cliff with his hands cupped around his face.

      “I'm not sure what’s a stranger sight,” Gideon announced. “You with a pipe in your mouth or you without a single blade on your belt.”

      Galanӧr lit his pipe, illuminating his angelic features. “I blame the rangers,” he replied. “Glaide and Doran smoke these things all day.”

      “Your help in Velia has been noted by many,” Gideon said.

      Galanӧr nodded his head absently. The two stood in silence, taken in by the rhythmic waves that crashed below.

      “You’re leaving aren't you,” Gideon finally said.

      Galanӧr blew out a puff of smoke. “Aren't you?” The elf looked to the north, where the faint torches of Velia could be seen on the horizon. “The city is almost back to normal, Valanis is dead, The Veil destroyed. I thought you had an order to build?”

      Gideon looked down at the palm of his right hand. The skin was still scarred with the ancient glyphs of The Veil, burned into his flesh when he plunged it into the pool. Even Ilargo’s healing had failed to rid him of the burn. The Veil might have been destroyed, but the Dragorn would take its mark with him forever more.

      “You know what I mean,” Gideon replied. “The elves are to set sail for Ayda in the next few days. You aren't leaving with your kin. I get the feeling you're walking away from everyone, me included.”

      Galanӧr took a long drag on his pipe. “You're annoyingly perceptive these days, do you know that?” The elf blew out the smoke. “I don't belong among them anymore. Adilandra is going to change them for the better, have them return to days of old. I can’t just wipe my conscience clean and move on. I'm also not foolish enough to believe that a quiet life will settle my soul. For a time I dreamt of living in The Evermore or The Amara, living off the land without ever taking another life.”

      “And now?” Gideon asked.

      “I've had six months of listening to tales of Asher, whether it be the rangers or the Galfreys. He did a lot he wasn't proud of, but he tried to atone for it. Maybe there's something in this ranger business.”

      Gideon didn't entirely agree. “I would say you've already atoned for the path your father put you on, but I have to admit, the life of a ranger would seem well suited to an elf of your talents. You could do a lot of good in Illian.”

      Galanӧr dropped his pipe to his side and turned to face Gideon. “It might make finding me a little hard.”

      I will always find him…

      Ilargo’s words brought a smile to Gideon’s face. “That won't be a problem.”

      The two enjoyed the starry horizon for a moment longer. They had come a long way together, across the world and back.

      “What will you do next?” Galanӧr asked.

      Gideon had given that question more thought than anything else. “Most of the dragons, the older ones included, have already returned to Dragons’ Reach. Their time among the free folk has come to an end. There are those, however, who have chosen to stay, sharing my vision for a new order of Dragorn.” Gideon laughed to himself. “I have no idea what that looks like yet. I thought I might start with The Lifeless Isles and seek out this alcove of treasures you found.”

      Galanӧr nodded eagerly. “Seems like a good place to start.”

      “After that,” Gideon continued, “I thought I might try and find Malliath, see if I can’t finish his rehabilitation.”

      The elf spoke through the pipe in his mouth. “Or at least make sure he isn't burning half the world to the ground…”

      Gideon couldn't argue with that. “Defeating Valanis has seen a new age of peace ushered in, but it’s a big world out there. I fear there are still things hiding in the dark, waiting to strike.”

      Galanӧr clapped him on the back. “Then it’s a good thing the people of Verda have a Dragorn looking out for them.”

      Gideon didn't want to argue with that. He was sure of his duty and the role he would play in the world, just as Asher had been in the end. Though he hoped to avoid the need to give his life, Gideon knew he had it in him now. He was a Dragorn, after all…

      “Come on you two!” Reyna called affectionately from the opening in the tent. “The fun’s in here!”

      Gideon replied with his happiest of smiles. Dwelling on dark times that might never come was a terrible way to celebrate the union of Verda’s heroes. Not when he could be drinking and laughing with friends until the dawn.

      And what a dawn it would be…
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      Thirty Years Later…

      Nathaniel Galfrey reined his horse in beside Reyna’s, coming to a stop at the edge of the grassy cliff. The waves of The Adean crashed against the rocks far below, but the breathtaking vista was eclipsed by the tower perched on the lip of the Shining Coast. It was majestic and somehow foreboding, with its rounded wall of white stone and imposing height, topped with a glistening crown of sparkling points.

      From the north, they could see the elevated platform hanging over the cliff, facing The Adean. Long struts extended from underneath the platform and connected it to the tower, offering the support required to take a dragon’s load. It was architecturally exquisite and a sight to behold, but Nathaniel hated the sheer size of it.

      “Why did they have to build it so bloody high?” he asked.

      Reyna sighed with a light chuckle on her lips. “You always ask the same question. Every time.”

      “It’s a long way to go for a meeting,” he continued.

      “It’s half a day’s ride from our house,” Reyna countered.

      “It’s not the distance from our house that bothers me; it’s the distance from the ground.” Nathaniel gestured to the platform in the distance.

      “Then it’s a good thing that you’re an immortal man and still full of stamina…” Reyna jested.

      “Human stamina,” Nathaniel pointed out. “We don't live like we used to, I’m not a knight anymore. The life of an ambassador is…” he struggled to find the word, “...comfy.”

      This was a recurring conversation, but Reyna’s reply was light. “You can still handle a sword better than most.”

      “Sparring with you and hiking up that tower is very different, my love.”

      The two continued their journey across the fields. “Well, you’ll be happy to know,” Reyna added, “that King Rayden has installed a pulley system, so you won't have to hike.”

      “Really?” Nathaniel asked with a happier tone. “How do you know that?”

      “I’m an ambassador,” the elf replied casually, “it’s my job to know things.”

      “I’m an ambassador too and I didn't know.”

      Reyna offered a superior smile. “I’m an ambassador who opens her missives. Perhaps you should try putting down your sword for once and picking up a letter…”

      Nathaniel laughed to himself, more than satisfied to leave it there; to this day he had yet to win an argument with his wife. Instead, the couple linked back to the dirt road and approached the front gate, another foreboding design.

      “You’d think they were trying to re-build Syla’s Gate,” Nathaniel whispered just loud enough for Reyna’s elven ears to detect.

      The elf shushed him and smiled at the man walking out to greet them. It was clear from his attire and grovelling demeanour that the man worked for a king, and the king of Velia at that. Both sides of the colossal white gates were lined with Velian soldiers, draped in dark, red cloaks with the Sigil of a wolf’s head imprinted on the back. Nathaniel had always thought a royal’s escort was bloated, but King Rayden appeared to have travelled with a mere twenty men. Still, these were his lands and the king was better loved by his people than his father, Rengar, had ever been.

      “Ah,” the master of servants offered a broad and welcoming smile, “ambassadors! Welcome to Dragons’ Reach, King Rayden is already inside and… waiting.” It was clear the man felt irritated that his king should wait for anyone.

      “I wouldn't worry about it,” Nathaniel said, hopping off his horse. “The big guy hasn't shown up yet, so we’re all going to be waiting.”

      Reyna slipped from her horse with elven grace. “King Rayden made excellent time; Velia is further than our home.”

      Nathaniel could always tell when his wife was asking a question without actually asking a question.

      The master of servants quickly replied, “His Royal Highness was visiting the governor in Barossh when the meeting was called. The timing was fortuitous.”

      “Indeed.” Reyna beamed, as she always did, and the company of three entered the tower.

      Nathaniel was more than happy to have the soldiers work the lift mechanism and transport the three of them to the top of Dragons’ Reach, but he had always felt a lot of work had gone into a tower that only boasted one floor. Since its creation, fifteen years previously, they had only been called to a meeting four times.

      Reyna leaned into Nathaniel, away from the master of servants, and whispered, “Why do you dislike this place so much?”

      Nathaniel checked the nosey man couldn't hear them over the grinding pulley system. “It’s not that I dislike it, I just think it’s a bit much. Don't get me wrong, I think Rayden is a good king, and I think the world of Gideon, but after the war…” Nathaniel could still see the savage Darkakin and their monsters when he closed his eyes. “I just thought resources should have gone elsewhere.”

      “Always the pragmatic knight,” the elf mused. “It had to be a meeting place fit for a dragon. We couldn't have a met in a barn.”

      The lift opened up into a foyer that would be at home in any palace, where two more Velian guards were stationed with halberds. Considering those in attendance at these meetings, Nathaniel felt they were unnecessary, especially considering those yet to arrive.

      The master of servants shuffled ahead and opened the opulent doors with a grand gesture. The ambassadors strode into the main room of Dragons’ Reach, though Nathaniel could never achieve the same level of confidence his wife had. Reyna had been royal all her life and she still had the title of princess among her own people, and knew her place in any room. Nathaniel Galfrey, on the other hand, felt lost every time he looked in the mirror.

      The master of servants awkwardly slipped past and announced, “Ambassadors Nathaniel and Reyna Galfrey…”

      Nathaniel held up his hand to silence the smaller man. “We all know each other.”

      King Rayden was the first to greet them with a smile beaming under his trimmed beard. “Princess Reyna.” The king took the elf’s hand and kissed it lightly. “Nathaniel!” The two men embraced forearms. “It has been too long since you have been guests in my hall.”

      Nathaniel had become quite self-conscious around the king of Velia. The old knight had been around Rayden’s age when Asher had gifted him the life of an immortal. The two men appeared identical in age, but Nathaniel was sixty-three now and he continued to cheat death.

      “Forgive our absence, Your Grace,” Reyna said. “We have been occupied of late in the Moonlit Plains.”

      “Of course,” Rayden held out his hands. “I hear you have been helping set up trade links between the elves of Ilythyrra and the good people of Lirian.”

      Nathaniel could already feel his attention slipping when he saw a familiar face over the king’s shoulder. “Excuse me.” The old knight knew his wife would be displeased at abandoning a conversation with the king, but one more discussion about the elves new town in the plains would put him to sleep.

      “Tauren Salimson!” Nathaniel embraced the southerner in a tight hug. “You look well!”

      Tauren stepped back and glanced over Nathaniel’s body. “Never as well as you.” He brushed a rough hand through his thick hair and beard. “I can hold off the grey no longer.”

      “It’s distinguished,” Nathaniel replied, making no comment about his own appearance. “How are Salim and Isabella?”

      Tauren’s smile was one of pride. “Salim is stronger than I was at his age, smarter too thankfully. Isabella sends her love, but I would not leave Tregaran without my wife looking over it. Democracy is a fragile thing in The Arid Lands.”

      Nathaniel noticed the older man in the corner of the room, his attire giving him away as King Rayden’s court mage. The old knight couldn't recall his name, but he remembered meeting him almost twenty years ago, at King Rengar’s funeral. Like all court mages, he was content to stay out of the way, unlike Magikar Caliko, who had already left his seat to greet Reyna.

      “So,” Nathaniel returned his attention to Tauren, “I hear you are responsible for this little get-together. What’s going on?”

      Tauren’s expression fell away, leaving one of grave concern. Nathaniel hadn't seen that look since the days of the war.

      “It would be best if I wait for Gideon. Everyone needs to see this…”

      Nathaniel furrowed his brow at Tauren’s choice of words. The old knight couldn't imagine what they were going to see that was of such importance to call a meeting at Dragons’ Reach.

      “I thought there would be more of us,” Nathaniel commented.

      “That would be my fault,” Tauren said. “I didn't offer much time for the other kingdoms to send representatives. King Rayden has promised to send personal letters to all when we’re finished.”

      Nathaniel could see the unrest creeping over Tauren now. The old knight had seen the southerner in his days as The White Owl of Karath and knew there was very little in the world that could shake the man.

      There were a few more minutes of small talk, but Nathaniel caught Reyna’s discrete signal to rescue her from Magikar Caliko, Korkanath’s head mage. The two ambassadors took their seats at the semi-circular table, designed to have them facing the opening arch in the wall. The view beyond was stunning, but from their seats, they could only see the summer’s blue sky.

      It was the beating of wings that silenced the room.

      Nathaniel looked at Reyna first, who’s delicate ears could actually distinguish individual dragons from the sound of their flight. His wife’s elation told him exactly who was about to touch down on the platform.

      A red dragon dropped from the sky, back claws first, allowing them to see the dark slate of his chest, the perfect contrast to his shining scales. Fitting perfectly through the tall arch, he brought his horned head down low, revealing the Dragorn nestled between his neck spikes. Dragons had always brought a smile to Nathaniel’s face and given his heart a reason to skip a beat, but this particular dragon was his favourite, for Athis the ironheart always accompanied his daughter.

      “Inara!” Reyna was all for etiquette and decorum until one of her children were present.

      The elf was standing and around the table before Inara had jumped down from Athis’ back. Indeed, everyone was keen to greet the Dragorn, but none could embrace her before Reyna and Nathaniel.

      “Let me get a look at you,” Nathaniel held his daughter by the arms and checked her over from head-to-toe, much to her amusement.

      “It hasn't been that long, Father.” Inara embraced him again and planted a kiss on his cheek.

      “Athis…” Reyna bowed her head in deference, before placing an affectionate hand on the dragon’s upper jaw.

      It truly warmed the old knight’s heart to see his daughter. Her being a Dragorn for the last ten years had been hard on Reyna, since Inara was always bound to her duties, but Nathaniel had only ever worried for her safety. Seeing her now however, as always, he was reminded that Inara was of a warrior-class far above all others. The scimitar on her hip was another layer of protection, besides the dragon, that would always see her safe. Nathaniel had attempted to wield her Vi’tari blade, but the magic therein simply didn't recognise him.

      Her dark hair fell in ringlets past her shoulders, framing a typical elven face and green eyes. He secretly loved that her ears were human, the only feature he was sure to have passed on. She was tall and as honed as could be, but the old knight knew from her childhood that his daughter was stronger than she looked. That was something Reyna had given her.

      “Uncle Tauren!” Inara embraced their old friend and the two shared a private joke and a laugh.

      For just a minute it was like the old days, just after the war, when their family was young, but whole. Nathaniel could feel his thoughts drifting, as they often did when he saw Inara. Before his mind could spiral, Reyna gripped him softly by the arm, taking advantage of the distraction offered by their daughter. His wife’s emerald eyes bore into him, her understanding instant.

      “Alijah will come back to us,” the princess whispered. “In his time…”

      Nathaniel nodded with a practised smile.

      Thankfully, another distraction was offered, focusing Nathaniel. Athis growled low in his throat and removed his head from the room. When a dragon moved, everyone took note.

      Inara locked eyes with Athis and nodded her head as if someone had asked her a silent question. “Gideon is here.”

      Athis made a few steps and dived off the edge of the platform. Nathaniel expected to see his magnificent wings spread out and watch as the dragon glided over the ocean below, but he simply disappeared. In his place, landed a larger dragon of green scales and golden specks. Dragons’ Reach shuddered under his mighty weight and his wings stretched out to eclipse the sun. The atmosphere in the chamber changed; an effect Gideon often had.

      The dragon arched its neck and Ilargo the redeemer of men poked his head into the chamber, his fierce blue eyes piercing. Nathaniel gave the dragon a warm smile, aware that his emotions were being coerced by Ilargo. Gideon Thorn dropped onto the platform and made for King Rayden with a rehearsed bow he had learned from Reyna many years ago. As close as they all were, the leader of the Dragorn could not be seen to greet anyone before a king or queen of the realm.

      Gideon’s smile was as charming as it was inviting. The Dragorn practically lifted Reyna from the ground in their embrace, much to the embarrassment of Inara. Personally, Nathaniel enjoyed how uncomfortable it made the Magikar and the court mage. Inara quickly found refuge in conversation with Ilargo, who was captivating in his own right.

      “You’re definitely looking older…” Nathaniel quipped, locking arms with Gideon before the Dragorn pulled him in for a hug.

      Gideon was just over fifty now, but there wasn't a soul who could say he was over forty. Nathaniel had been teasing him about the Dragorn ageing process for decades, but it seemed Ilargo’s magic had finally caught up with him now, halting old age and death in its tracks.

      “Oh Reyna,” Gideon said with a cheeky smile. “When are you going to leave this bag of old bones and come and live with me? In The Lifeless Isles, you could have your very own island!”

      “Alright alright,” Inara cut in. “This is weird enough as it is.”

      Magikar Caliko cleared his throat after taking his seat. “Perhaps we should discover the reason for our attendance?”

      Nathaniel looked back at Tauren who was giving instructions to the master of servants.

      “Do you know what this is about?” Gideon asked quietly as they took their seats, opposite Ilargo.

      “Nothing good,” Nathaniel replied.

      The ornate doors opened and four natives of The Arid Lands entered the room, pulling a cart draped with a large tarp. The cart was placed in the open space, in the curve of the table between Ilargo and the others.

      Nathaniel wrinkled his nose at the smell. “Well, you don't need to be an elf to smell that.”

      “What is that, Tauren?” Reyna asked.

      Tauren hesitated with his hand on the corner of the tarp. “Since the war, my people have kept watch over Syla’s Pass. When the last watch rotated, however, they found only death. The men had been slaughtered, some in their sleep, others in battle.”

      “The Darkakin?” King Rayden asked.

      “No, Your Grace,” Tauren continued, “something worse. I accompanied the relieving watch and was attacked by the same beasts, though we fared better. We killed all but one and tracked it into the ruins of Karath.”

      “It?” Reyna echoed.

      Tauren hesitated before pulling the tarp clean off the cart. Ilargo was the first to react, becoming distressed at the sight that greeted them. Thankfully, Ilargo pulled his head from the chamber before roaring into the sky. Those still in the room could only look at the contents of the cart in horror and confusion.

      “It cannot be…” Gideon whispered.

      The audience quickly joined Tauren in front of the cart, except a better look did nothing to help identify the dead creature.

      “I have seen every manner of monster in this world,” Nathaniel said. “What is that?”

      “Something it cannot be,” Gideon’s gaze was fixed on the body, his hand clenched around the red and gold hilt of Mournblade.

      “It looks worse than it smells,” Inara commented.

      “Gideon.” Reyna’s tone pulled the Dragorn from his reverie. “You recognise this creature. What is it?”

      Gideon took a deep breath. “An Orc…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to the end of Book 3! You’ve still got some way to go before you reach the end of The Echoes Saga. I hope you’ve enjoyed the first three of nine books so far - I’m assuming you have if you’ve got this far.

      I’m not going to lie, I’m pretty emotional about capping off this phase of the saga. The story and the characters have played a major role in my life since 2014 and occupied a goodly portion of my head space (there really isn't much space left in there). When I first came up with the idea for The Echoes Saga it was just going to be one epic story, a single fantasy book and that’s it. As you already know, it grew slightly beyond that size…

      So… Relic of the Gods. I want to start by saying - this isn’t the end! If you want to discover the fate of all our heroes you’ll have to see what comes next (you won’t see it coming).

      With regards to writing this particular book, there was less of a process. In some ways it was the easiest one of the three to start, since I had already written two previous books and this phase of the story was coming to its inevitable point. I actually found that a lot more planning was required for Empire of Dirt, with white boards and coloured markers etc. I had originally planned for the first 3 chapters of this book (the dragons attack on Malaysai) to be at the end of book 2, but when I reached the end of Empire of Dirt, I remember thinking it would throw the pace off and divert from Asher and the others in Nightfall. I then realised it would make for a great opening to the last book.

      Other changes were made part way through as well. I had originally titled this book ‘Return of the Dragorn’ and book 2 was going to be ‘Relic of the Gods’. In the end I felt ‘Return of the Dragorn’ was too on the nose and ultimately a massive give away. I remember hearing somewhere that Tolkien had been forced by the powers-that-be to call his third book ‘Return of the King’ and that he had challenged it, saying the title spoiled the ending (I could have dreamt that…). Also, there’s definitely a little known film out there called ‘Return of the Jedi’. I kind of felt the whole Return thing had been done, so I settled on giving the name to chapter one instead.

      As organic as the story felt in my head, I knew exactly where this one was going to end. I was really hesitant to begin the epilogue, and I remember my fingers pausing over the keyboard. Outside of being a nurse and marrying the best woman in the world (sorry folks), my achievements are on the slimmer side, so finishing my third epic fantasy book, was quite a moment for me.

      I’m pretty excited to dig deep into this world and share the stories that take place in the rest of the saga. I left a few clues here and there, besides the orcs, as to what’s coming next, but I assure you the tale is just as epic, if not more so, than the first three books.

      If you keep up with me on Instagram or my Facebook page Philip C. Quaintrell where I will keep you updated on releases and future projects. If you find the time to leave a review on Amazon I would be very grateful - every one counts and helps to get the word out.

      Until the next time...
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      Kingdoms of Illian:

      

      1. Alborn (eastern region) - Ruled by King Rengar of house Marek. Capital city: Velia. Other Towns and Cities: Palios, Galosha, and Barossh.

      

      2. The Arid Lands (southern region) - Ruled by Emperor Faros. Capital city: Karath. Other Towns and Cities: Ameeraska, Calmardra and Tregaran.

      

      3. The Ice Vales (western region) - Ruled by King Gregorn of house Orvish. Capital city: Grey Stone. Other Towns and Cities: Bleak, Kelp Town and Snowfell.

      

      4. Orith (northern region) - Ruled by King Merkaris of house Tion. Capital city: Namdhor. Other Towns and Cities: Skystead, Dunwich, Darkwell and Longdale.

      

      5. Felgarn (central region) - Ruled by Queen Isabella of house Harg. Capital city: Lirian. Other Towns and Cities: Vangarth, Wood Vale and Whistle Town.

      

      6. Dragorn (island nation off The Shining Coast to the east) - Ruled by the four crime families; the Trigorns, Fenrigs, Yarls, and the Danathors.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Significant Wars: Chronologically

      

      The First War - Fought during The Pre-Dawn (before elvish-recoded history). King Atilan started a war with the first Dragon Riders in the hopes of uncovering their source of immortality. The war brought an end to Atilan’s reign and his entire kingdom.

      The Great War - Fought during the First Age, around 5,000 years ago. The only recorded time in history that elves and dwarves have united. They fought against the orcs with the help of the Dragorn, the first elvish dragon riders. This war ended the First age.

      

      The Dark War - Fought during the Second Age, around 1,000 years ago. Considered the elvish civil war. Valanis, the dark elf, tried to take over Illian in the name of the gods. This war ended the Second Age.

      

      The Dragon War - Fought in the beginning of the Third Age, only a few years after The Dark War. The surviving elves left Illian for Ayda’s shores, fleeing any more violence. Having emerged from The Wild Moores, the humans, under King Gal Tion’s rule, went to war with the dragons over their treasure. This saw the exile of the surviving dragons and the beginning of human dominance over Illian.
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